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ABSTRACT

This study attempts to gain information concerning
the receptive, as opposed tc the creative, aesthetic experience by
talking to museum professionals who spend their working lives
identifying, appraising, and explicating works of art. The study is
based on an underlying assumption that rules and practices for
looking at art exist and must be mastered if success is to ensue. The
anthropological research approach uses semi-structured interviews and
subjects the responses to systematic analysis. Major conclusions
emphasize the unity and diversity of the aesthetic experience. The
structure of the aesthetic experience is found to be an intense
involvement of attention in response to a visual stimulus, for no
other reason than to sustain the interaction. The experiential
consequences of such a deep and autotelic ‘nvolvement are an intense
enjoy-ent characterized by feelings of personal wholeness, a sense of
discovery, and a sense of human connectedness. The aesthetic content
requires two sets of preconditions that make the experience possible:
the challenges contained in the object and the skills of the viewer.
While the structure of the aesthetic experience is rated similar in
terms by all the respondents, the challenges, or content stimuli that
triggers the experience vary considerably. These challenges of art
are the formal structure of the work, its emotional impact, the
intellectual references it carries, and the opportunities it creates
for a dialogue among the artist, his time, and the viewer. Without
this content challenge there would be nothing to arrest the viewer,
and consequently no experience. Level of skill is critical.
Challenges and skill must be nearly in balance for the attention to
become focused. A complex work of art will engage only a person who
has developed complex visual skills. The book is divided into six
chapters and concludes with appendices. '"Interview Questions for
Museum Professionals' and '"Aesthetic Experience Questionnaire Form."
Contains approximately 100 references. (MM)
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FOREWORD

11 fixed me like a statue @ quarter of an hous. or half an hour.
[ do not kFros which, for T lost all ideas of time, ecen the

CONSCTOUSHESS of MY eXistenee.

Y
rl HOMAS JEFFERSON'S account of his response to Drouais’s large can-

vas Marius Imprisoned at Minturnae, which he suw in Paris in 1=8-1s 2
classic description of what is generally understood by the term “acs-
thetic experience.” Compare Jefferson's account with the following
excerpt from an interview with a skilled rock climber discussing a

“wood climb™

One tends to get immersed in what's going on aronnd him,
in the rock. in the moves that are imolved © .. search for
handholds . . . proper position of the body—so imvolved that
he might lose consciousness of his own identity and meh

into the rock.

Obyioushy rock climbing and looking at pictures are very different
pursuits Yet, at least in the two cases just cited., the mental states in-
duced by these disparate activities have a good deal in common. Jet-
ferson relates that he tost “even the consciousness of [his] own exis-
tenee™: the climber felt that “he might lose consciousness of his
identity and melt into the rock.”™ Both deseribe a state of mind that
others have characterized as “loss of ego,” self-forgettulness,” “loss
of self-consciousness.” and even “transcendence of individualiey™ and
“fusion with the world.” The heightened state of consciousness of
which this cgoless condition is a central feature has long been a stb-
ject of interest to Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. In Bevond Bovedon and
Aaviety: The Ixperience of Play in Work and Games (19=3) Caiksient-
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mihalyvi reported on an inguiry into the nature of autotelic (self-
rewarding) activities.

The goal was to focus on people who were having peak ex-
periences, who were intrinsically motivated. and who were
involved in play as well as real tife activities, in order to
find out whether I could deteet similaritics in their experi-
ences. their motivation, and the situctions that produce

enjovment. (Xiii)

Looking at art was not one of the autotelic activities examined in
this pioncering study, but Csikszentmihalyi and his associates at the
University of Chicago did investigate a broad range of skill-based ac-
tivitics including (in addition to rock climbing) chess plaving, musical
composition, dancing, and playing amatcur basketball. "They discov-
cred that despite the vast differences among the outward forms of
these activities, at the experiential core of cach (insofar as that can be
glimpsed through accounts by participants) there is a cluster of related
sensations that is essentially the same for all. "Fhis cluster constitutes
a heightened state of consciousness Csikszentmihalvi calls “the How
experience™ or, simphy, “fow.™ ““a term used frequently by the infor-
mants themselves to deseribe the experience.”™

The evident similaritics between “How™ and acsthetic experience
as traditionally conceived were what first drew our attention to Pro-

fessor Csikszentmihalyvi's work. Both the J. Paul Getry Museum and

the Getey Center for Education in the Arts are concerned with finding

ways of helping non-specialists understand and enjoy art. Insight into
the nature of aesthetic experience is central to those efforts. Ance-
dotalaccounts, like Jefferson's, of powerful acsthetic responses are not
difticult to find in the literature of art, but they tend to be tantalizing
fragments that do not lend themiselves to systematic analvsis. We felt
that if the apparent parallels between aesthetic experience and How
could be shown to be more than mere analogics, Csikszentmihalvi's
rescarch might shed new light on an issuc of great importance to art

muscums and art cducation. For if aesthetic experience is taken to be
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something real and valuable. it follows that one of the primary func-
tions of an art muscum is to serve as a place where such experience is
fostered. But before it can be fostered it must be understood. What is
its nature? Of what vatue is it? What enables one to have it? Is recep-
tivity to acsthetic experience inborn or learned, and if learned, can it
be tuught.? If it can be taught, who should do the teaching and where
is it best done? Under what conditions is aesthetic experience likely
to occur? We hoped that Professor Csikszenemihalyi's rescarch might
suggest answers to some of these questions.,

Csikszentmihalvi's interest in art and artists did not begin with the
How rescarch that brought him to our attention. Fora time in his youth
he was a painter. In 1976 he and J. Wo Getzels published The Creatrze
Vision: \ Longitudinal Study of Problem Finding in Art. In this project,
begun in 1963, they followed the carcers of a group of voung, artists—
graduates of the Art Institute of Chicago—from their student days
through the first several vears of their post-academic careers inan cf-
fort to identify personal characteristics, attitudes, working methods,
or other elements that might be taken as predictors of future sueeess.
In Lalent and Achievement: \ Longitudinal Study of Artists (1983), Csik-
szentmihalvi, Getzels, and Kahn reported on follow-up rescarch that
gathered new data on three-quarters of the participants in the original
study of two decades carlier. "The project archives constitute the most
extensive body of material of this kind ever assembled—an extraor-
dinarily rich resource for future investigation,

In The Meaning of Things: Domestic Symbols of the Self (1981), Csik-
szentmihalviand E. Rochberg-Halton explored another phenomenon
somewhat related to acsthetic experience. "This investigation at-
tempted to discover what kinds of objects people own that they regard
as personally meaningful in ways that go bevond utility or monetary
value. While few ot the objects considered in this study would be con-
ventionally regarded as works of art, the investigation revealed a va-
ricty of wavs in which objects take on meaning tor people and showed
the complesity of those relationships, Then, in 1986, Csikszentmi-

halvi and Rick E. Robinson, coauthor of the present study, published
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“Culture, Time. and the Devetopment of Talent™ in Conceptions of
Giftedness.

In view of his long involvement with questions about art and artists,
objects and perecivers, itis perhaps not surprising that Professor Csik-
szentmihalvi responded positively to the suggestion that he consider
the matter of aesthetic experience. With support from the Getey Mu-
seum and the Getrs Center for Education in the Arts, he and Rebin-
son, together with a team of graduate students from che University of
Chicago. underteok the research thac has led to the results published
here, We agreed chat, following the model of the flow experience
studies. the imvestigation should focus on people whose protessions
or avocations might give reason to expect them to be more or less
highly skilled art perceivers: artists, crities, art historians, art collec-
tors, museum professionals. In the end e last group was chosen. Tt
was felt that collecting significant amounts of information from a sin-
gle group would produce more rehiable results than might smaller
samplings from a number of ticlds. "The research undertaken on mu-
scum professionals prompted a further study tocusing on art collee-
tors, the resulbts of which can be found in Robinson's Aesthetic Frane-
works: Rethinking Adult Development throagh an Analvsis of Colicctors of the
Fine \its (1988).

A busic assumpuon implicit in this approach should be acknowl-
cdged here. All of the activities discussed in Bevond Boredom and A\nx-
tery are skill based. "That is. some mastery of fundamentals is required
ot sarticipants, Chess, musical composition, dance, basketball, and
rock climbing all have implicit or exphicit rutes as well as rraditonal
practices that one must learn and follow in order to participate suc-
cesstully, Individual aptitudes may determine the case or dithicutey
with which one tearns, but mastery is acquired, notinherited. The as-
sumption underlving this study is that, white rules and practices for
lookingatartare less overtand tess completely coditied thanare those
for plaving chess or basketball, they nevertheless exist and must be
mastered if suceess is to ensue.

Unlike inuch of the rescarch previoush done on art pereeption in
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muscums. which has tended to focus on general visitors, this inves-
tigation looks at the responses of skilled art pereeivers. This may
strike some as an clitist approach, far removed trom the capabilities
of the average muscum-goer. But it the ability to derive pleasure from
the contemplation of works of art is indeed an acquired skill, itonly
makes sense to study the practices of those who may be presumed to
possess it. If we wanted to teach novices to ski we surely would begin
by studyving the techniques of experts. We might also study non-skiers
to find wavs of helping them master the technigues we observed being
emploved by experts, but we would notexpect to discover what these
essential skills are by studving the behavior of people who lack them.
T'here are. of course, significant differences between skiing and
tooking at art. The most important, for our purposes, is the fact that
while many of the skills involved in skiing manifest themselves in di-
rectly observable actions, most of those required for art pereeption do
not. "I'he novice skier crosses his skis and falls down: the noviee art
pereeiver looks pretty much like everyone else in the gallery. His sue-
cesses and failures are hidden. This means that if we are to getat what
goes on in the minds of novice or expert art pereeivers we will have to
rely to some degree upon their own testimony, This is what Csik-
szentmihalvi and Robinson have done. T'heir approach, using semi-
structured interviews and subjecting them to rigorous, svstematic
analvsis, is one often emploved by anthropologists. While it may not
produce a plethora of charts, diagrams, and formulas. it has the virtue
of dealing, or attempting to deal, with a phenomenon in its entirety
instead of dissecting it and analyzing bit by bit its component cle-
ments. This approach also allows unforeseen aspects of the phenom-
enon under study to emerge. By giving respondents latitnde to say
what they have to say in their own words at whatever lengeh they
choose and by attending closely and systematieally to what is actually
aid. the investigators acquire insights and discover nuances that
could not have been anticipated at the outset.
As readers will discover, this is not a how-to-do-it book. We did not

ask the authors to tell us how to apply their indings to our concerns.
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It-is the job of muscum professionals and educators to determine the
relevance of the information presented here to their pursuits. It does
scem to us, however, that the implications of these indings are far-
reaching and potentiatly of great benetit to those concerned with ed-
ucation in the arts.

T'he correspondent to whom "Thomas Jefferson addressed his lines
on Drouais’s painting was a Mme de “Tott, whom he regarded as a
woman of artistic taste. He urged her to go and see the picture, “for |

think it will give vou great pleasure.” and he begged her to give him

the benetit of her judgment, explaining it will serve to rectify my

own, which as [ have told vou is a bad oae.™ Jeffersen was aware both
of the benefits art holds for those who know how to engage it and the
need for guidance in the acquisition of the relevant skills, "This self-
deseribed “savage of the mountains of America™ became, in his own
words, “an enthusiast on the subject of the arts™ in order to “improve
the taste of [his] countrymen, to increase their reputation, to recon-
cile to them the respectof the world, and to procure them its praise.™
Those who are concerned today with education in the arts mav couch
theirambitions in rather more modest terms, but the aim of providing
aceess for the broadest possible range of people to what one respon-
dent to this study called “a transcendent experience [ that| takes vou
outof the realm of evervday hte™ is no mean aspiration. "o the extent
that this report contributes to that end it will have fulfilled our hopes

and expectations,

Bret Waller
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-
IZ AREY IN 1985 Bret Waller, who had justacceepred the position of As-

soctate Director for lsducation and Public Aftairs ac the ). Paul Gerey
Muscum, contacted us about our doing a study of the acsthetic ex-
pericncee. Both John Walsh, Director of the Muscum, and Leitani
Lattin Duke. Director of the Getty Center tor lducation in the Aris,
were strongly supportive, Awiare of our interest in the arts and in the
understanding of optimal forms of experience. they thought that a
contemporary psvehological investigation might shed new hight on
this ancient topic. The questions proposed were both basie and
broad: Is there such a thing as an aesthetic experience? It ves. what
are its distinguishing characteristies? Can people be helped to expe-
rienee itmore often? Given the interests of the Musceum and the Cen-
ter, these questions were raised with a particular focus on visual acs-
thetic experiences,

These were challenging questions, even though it was clear from
the start that at best we could provide onby provisionat answers. "T'he
very first question—whether such an experience exists—cannot be an-
swered ina way that would satisty serict eriteria of seientific objectiv -
ism, Experiences are subjective phenomena and therefore cannot be
externally veritied. Either one truses the words of the person who re-
ports the experience orone does not. Morcover, whether weare to call
a particular expericncee aesthetic or not ultimate by depends on cuteural
comentions that could change with time and place. Nevertheless we
accepted the challenge. parthy because we are convineed that what-

ever people report in therr encounters with art is an impogtant dimen-
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ston of human existence and partly because studving anyvthing con-
nected with art is fascinating and enjovable,

But what methods were the most appropriate to the task? One
might start with measuring how people react to works of art, asking
them to fill out quantifiable questionnaires or observing their phys-
iological and neurotogical responses. With the help of galvanic skin re-
sponse tests, electroencephalography, and positron emission tomog-
raphy, one could determine whether people perspire more when they
look at a work of art or whether their brain waves change or which
arcas of their central nervous svstems are activated by the experience.
Such methods, representative of the positivistic epistemology of re-
centvears, would attempt to break down the experience into its com-
ponent pares and identify the lower-order mechanisms implicated in
its occurrence, in order to predict and control this particutar behavior,

\We did not believe that this approach was appropriate. Instead of
seeking a reductive explanation. we were interested in understand-
ing what the experience meant to the people who were having it. Such
an understanding implics knowing the network of connections the ex-
perience has for them, how the thing itselt is related to their thoughts,
feelings. and goats. In the specifie case of the aesthetic experience.,
we wanted to know what went on in people’s minds when they en-
countered works of art and how the content of their consciousness at
such times related to the rest of their goal-directed behavior,

I'he method of choice., then, was to ask people who ought to know,
because of tong training and professional involvement, what the aes-
thetic experience (assuming there is such a thing) is alt about. "This
method in turn led us in the direction of interpretive social science, a
branch of hermencutic analvsis based on empiricat data and informed
by knowledge accumulated in other branches of the social sciences.

In simple terms this means that the rescarcher’s task is to describe
a phenomenon from the subject’s point of view as closely as possible
and then to deseribe the connection between the phenomenon and
the subjeet’s life goals and experiences, again as seen by the subject.

Yet this is only the first step. After explicating the network of mean-

1v
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ings that connects the phenomenon to the rest of a subject’s lite. the

task of the researcher becomes that of tinding appropriate generalities
that apply to different subjects” reports and of developinga theoretical
maodel that will account for the patterns disclosed. always taking into
account what psvehologists, sociologists. anthropologists, and philos-
ophers have found to be true about human behavior,

The interpretive method we chose constitutes a break w ith current
mainline psychology, but it is not a retrn to the so-called armchair
psvchology of the past. cither. Te s based on a close analysis of ac-
counts given by a number of people concerning conerete events. teel-
ings. and thoughts, and itintegrates these analvses with the results of
other systematic studics.

Like any written report. this onc is made up of words. The words
represent pereeptions. teelings. ideas—in short. expericnces—that
people reported having, These experiences. in turn, are what we be-
licve to be the foundation of interpretive psschology. They are basic
protocol statements of what people believe is happening to them.
even though words are necessarily impertect representations of states
of consciousness,

With fnancial assistance trom the Museum and the Center. we
started interviewing a number of experts whose familiaricy with artin-
dicated that they would give us an idea of what the acsthetic experi-
ence could be. it not what it typically is. The point of the study was
not to understand the average viewer's response toart but to constrict
4 model of the ideal experience based on the highest forms in which
it can be expressed. We felt that knowing the outside limits of inten-
sity that the experience can attain makes it casier to see the potential
inherent in it. Only by knowing what the encounter with art can be
at its fullest will it be possible to deduce from that ideal tvpe
forms of involyement that will make the experience more accessible
o Lvervone.

The experts we chose to be respondents in this studs were not vi-
ual artists. but muscum professiveals suehias curators, cducators, and

directors of major colfeetions of art. There were two major reasons for
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not asking artists to describe vhat the aesthetic experience is like,
‘The first was that a major study of how artists interact with their work
has already been done by one of us (Getzels and Csikszentmihalvi
19=6). "The second was that, as we learned in the above-mentioned
study, artists might not be the experts whose experience can be best
generalized to the experiences of the great mass of viewers. the “av-
crage’ muscum-goers. Artists are so involved in the vicissitudes of the
creative process that they are generally uninterested in viewing art—
especiatly that of other artists—and are often prejudiced and idiosyn-
cratic in their opinions, which necessarily retleet the viewpoint of the
producer, rather than the “consumer™ of art. For these reasons, we
expected to learmn more new information that might illuminate the
receptive—as opposed to the ereative—acesthetic experience from
talking to muscum professionals who spend their working lives iden-
tifving, appraising. and explicating works of art.

We could not have conducted this study without the enthusiastic
cooperation of the entire professional staff of the ]. Paul Getry Mu-
scums and of James Wood, Director of the Art Institute of Chicago,
and Katharine Lee. Associate Director. “To them and to the many
professionals of both institutions who gave so much of their time., ex-

perience. and wisdom, we are enormously grateful. We wish to thank

the curatorial staft of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago:
Richard Born of the David and Alfred Smart Gallery: Laurel Bradley

of Gallery 4oo: Elizabeth Shepard of the Block Gallery: Susanne

Ghez. Director of the Renaissance Society of Chicago: and Deven
Golden of the Chicago Cultural Center, for their time and COOperi-
tion. A number of curators from corporations in the Chicago area took
time from their busy days to speak with us: these include John Neft
of First National Bank, Albert Pounian of Continental Bank. Emily
Nixon of ‘The Art Advisory, Frank V. Carioti of Amoco Corporation,
Malcolm Flemming, Zora Duvall of the Borg-Warner Corporation.
and the curator of the Santa Fe Corporation. It is with great pleasure
that we acknowledge the gracious assistance of the officers and mem-

bers of the Association of Corporate Art Curators. If we have misin-
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terpreted in this report anvehing they told us, we wish to apologize for
it. Our main goal has been to representaccurately their experiences.
Yet there is alwavs something lost in every translation. We only hope
that what is lefo will help the reader understand the fascinating com-
plexity of human potential revealed in the aesthetic encounter. as it
has helped us who have written these pages.

Obviouslv the two of us could not have completed this study atone.
T'he project was planned and designed with, and halt of the inter-
views were conducted by, the colleagues who are listed as contributors
to this report. Although cach of them also wrote the initial versions of
L one or more sections and are acknowledged there. we also wish to ree-
ognize their skills and their long hours of preparation and work here:
they are Naney Burke, Mark Freeman, Barbara Glacssner, Patricia
Lorek. Jeanne Nakamura, and Danicl Schoucla.

Finallv. we could neither have conducted this study nor written this
report without the patience. accuracy. and diligenee of Elise Junn,
- Mardi Sotomon, Deborah Guvor, Grace Lorher. and Angela Brown-
ing. who carefully ranscribed the more than x50 hours of taped in-

terviews thatare its basis.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalvi
Rick k<. Robinson

Chicazo, June 1990
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CHAPTER 1

A Conceptual Model
of the Aesthetic Experience

r Al
l s s 1LY proposes to contribute o the understanding ot how to

make looking atworks of artmore enjos able The human organism has
avariery of sensory Hinks to its environment. cach of them capable.in
different wans, of providing pleasurable experiences, "\ man pos-
sesses nothing certainty save a briet loan of his own body.”™ wrote
James B. Cabell (i), “and yet the body of man is capable of much
curious pleasure.” But to translate the potential benetits of our sen-
sory equipment into actuality. the senses must be cusaivated and dis-
ciplined. For instance. the sense of taste originally evolved so that we
could distinguish edible from harmtul substances. Building on this
basic skill, every culture has developed elaborate cuisines to heighten
the sensations of cating and drinking. "The capacities to smelt to hear.
to touch, and to move have spawned sach arts as those of the pertu-
mer. the musician, the heater, and the dancer, The reproductive urge,
coditied into the ritual of romantic tov e, has contributed perhaps more
than any other capacity to the enjoyment of e, And tinally the abihicy
to think, itself an outcome of the evolution of the brain. is a powertul
sottree of pleasure—-some say of the greatest pleasure men and women
can experience—wher it is exercised within the boundaries of an or-
dered process of thonght, such as a scienee ora phitosophy,

But how important are these pleasurable expernences? From a ma-
terialist viewpoint the answer is not very important at all. They are
evanescent subjective phenomena. whose vadie must be discotnted
in comparison to serious and conerete concerns fike powerand wealth.

But another way to look at vatue involves recognizing that the essen-
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tial point ot existencee is not established by criteria such as how much
people own or how much power they wield but by the quality of their

experiences. According to this view. objective standards such as
_ monevare ephemeral, because they do not directly affecthow we feel;
in comparison with them. experiences are real. "Fhe value of a per-
son's lite—wlicther 1t was filled with interesting and meaningful
events or whether itwas a sequence of featureless and pointless ones—
& is determined more by the sum of experiences over time than by the
- stim of objective possessions or achievements. By this measure. aces-

thetic experiences are important indeed.

Among the various senses that define the parameters of human ex-
—.: perience. the ability to see 1s a remendous evolutionary break-
through, becausce itallows the organism to gather detatled information
aboutits environment without needing to be i physical contact with
ic(Camphell 1g=6: Feldman 19831 This ability has attorded possibil-
ities for enjoyment that are unique in the repertoire of human skills,
T'hroughout history and i every known culture, people have found

B pleasure and meaning in the use of their eves. "They have conscioushy

— attempred to proditee objects of heatrty and have delighted in them.
Artists have found ways to use visual media to code pleasurable formal
patterns, complex events. and subtle emaotions: by decoding sueh in-
tormation viewers could share states of being that would otherwise not
be accessible to then,

But without training. the skill of seeing and of interpreting what is
seen remains fatent. Most people arour culwure are not aware of the
range and intensity of the enjovable experiences available tothem
through the sense of vision, Visual illiteracy may not be a social proh-

fem in terms of cconomice productivies, but it does detract trom the

qualiey of lite and Teads to a culturalb impovernshment thatis very real.
I the value of a sociery is measured Dy its ability to develop tully the
o potentalities of its ntembers. then the making of visual heanty and
learning how o cujos it should become imporant items for society
as . whole.

Afiststep i tdos direction is simply to understand better wilat Tap-
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pens when a person confronts a work ot art. What is the nature of the
aesthetic experience? Is it the same for everyone., or does it differ?

Why can it be so enjovable? Is it possible to facilitate its occurrence?

On the basis of the answers to these questions, more informed steps

can be taken to improve visual education in schools. muscums, the
media, and. perhaps most important, in personal fife,

These questions have, of course, been debated intensely over the
vears by philosophers, art educators, and museum professionals. The
reason tor asking them again is twotold, First, all the important (ues-
tions bearing on the quality of lifi: have to be asked afreshin cach gen-
eration, because as interpretive frameworks change with time, the old
answers cease to be meaningtul and the questions must be reformu-
fated in terms of the questions current concepts and beliefs, And see-
ond. the field of psychology has devetoped a theoretical modet for the
understanding of enjovment that again opens up the issue of the acs-
thetic experience, with more than a vague hope of improving our un-
derstanding of what it involves,

The present report is astudy hased primarily oninterviews with in-
dividuals who. because of extensive training and protessionatinvolve-
ment with art, have perfected theirskills inseeing and ininterpreting
what they see. From these intenviews with experts, we hoped o iden-
tify the salient features of the acsthetic experience as well as to dis-
corver its dvnamics.

In starting with a group of art muscum professionals, who spend
their working lives surrounded by art and who have invested much of
their time in the pursuit of works of art, we expected to discover the
variots forms that the aesthetic experience would take among its most
Gkilled practitioners, ‘Then, taking this information into account, *ve
considered how this expert mowledge might be used to raise the gen-
erat level of visual fiteracy, and hence the enjoyment that average per-
sons might derive from the development of their latent visual skills.

\ccordingly, this report contains sis chapters, "This introductory
chapter presents a briet review of past accounts of the aesthetic ex-

perience and devetops a way of understanding it based on the theory
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of low, or optimal experience. which cuts across a varicty of cultural
torms. ranging from religious rituals to art, to sports and games. and
finally to various structured forms of activity, We make the claim that
looking at the aesthetie experience as a form of How reveals more
clearty its structural characteristics and its dyvnamics, Henee it be-
comes casier to predict and influence the chances of its occurrence,

The first chapter ends with a section on the methods used for cotlect-

ingand analyzing the interviews that provided the data for this report.

The second chapter presents a descriptive summary of the dimen-
sions of the acsthetic experience, based on the analvsis of the inter-
views with muscum professionals. Chapter 2 itlustrates the richness of
interactive possibilities that people have developed to extract enjoy-
ment from theirencounters with visual stimuli. Four broad approaches
are discussed and illustrated with relevant quotations from the respon-
dents: the pereeptual-formal dimension, the emotional. the intellee-
tual. and the communicative aspects of the experience. Fach one of
these broad categories in turn vields various discrete elements,

Chaprer 3 departs from the mterview approach in an attempt to ex-
amine further the dimensions discovered in the first study and re-
ported in Chapter 2. There. we report on the resules of a question-
naire study of musceum protessionals across the country,

Chapter 4 provides a more formal comparison between the acs-
thetic experience as described by our respondents and the theoretical
modecl of the How experience. This chaprer deals with such questions
as the following: What are the challenges people find in the aesthetic
encounter? Whatare the skills that the viewer uses to meet those chal-
lenges? How are the centering of attention, the ehimination of dis-
tractions, the setting of goals, the interpretation of feedback--all nee-
essary ingredients of the How experience—achicved in the aesthetic
encounter? The chaprer concludes with an expanded version of the
flow cxperience, which takes into account and attempts to explain
same of the unique properties of the aesthetic encounter.,

T'he nest two chapiers focus on wass in which the aesthetic expe-
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rience. and the skilts involved in it. might be developed and the ex-
perience itself facilitated. In Chapter 5 we report the suggestions that
our respondents made about how the uesthetic experience might be
enhanced. This chapter acals with the conditions that make it casier
to optimize the encounter (such things as the characteristics of the en-
vironment and the type and the placement of art objects) and finally
turns to the development of viewing skills over time.

Finally, Chapter 6 attempts to bring together the various strunds of
this studv in a statement that emphasizes its major conclusions con-
cerning the unity and diversity of the aesthetic experience. discusses
its importance in the scheme of things, and deals with the possibility

of enhancing its occurrence.

WHAL IS THE ARESTHE FIC ENPERTENGE

For as far back as there are written records, we find evidence of the
awe and exhitaration people feel upon secing or hearing something
beautiful, The carliest poems contain loving descriptions of land-
scapes, of the play of lighton water, of the beauty of the human form,
of the proportions of man-made structures. "The power of music to en-
thrall the senses is one of the oldest subjects of myth. And. of course.
among the carliest traces of human hfe on carth are innumerable
carvings. wall paintings. graffiti. and other decorations. all atresting
to humanits's attempts to modify its environment so as to make it
more “beautiful.”

It is all the more surprising, then, to realize how little we Kknow
about the reasons for this response. Western philosophy only sporad-
ically investigated humans’ relationship o beautitul objects until
about two and a half centuries ago. 1t is fair to say that the main area
of inquiry in Western philosophy has been the desclopment of the
cognitive dimensions of human consciousness—the sttdy and the
justification of the rational processes of the mind. In comparison

with Eastern thought, Western philosophy has neglected the emo-
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tonal. the intuitive, and. to a fesser extent, the volitional aspects of
CONSCIOUSTICSS,

The firstsystematic attempts to define the aesthetic began during the
height of rationalism in Western phitosophy. "T'hroughout the seven-
teenth century, the methodical principles of Cartesian reasoning re-
placed the fastremnants of religious savsuicism and literary humanism
in Furopean scholarship. "I'he irrefutable order of New tonian science
and Cartesian logic compelled most scholars to uceept the supremacy
of rational thought as the only reliable process of human consciotrs-
ness. Whatever else happened in the mind—-feelings. beliefs, intu-
itions, or epiphanies—could not be taken seriously because it resisted
transformation into an entiey that could be studied with the tools of
logic or the emerging empinical sciences.

But no sooner did the Cartesian hegemony establish itself than it
began to stimulate its own antithesis, With the workings of reason so
clearly exposed, many thinkers found that much of human conscious-
ness did not fic within its ordered confines. Having coditicd reason.
Descartes helped to show how livde about human experience it ac-
tally explained. So the stage was set for generations of thinkers—

from Giambattista Vico to the romantics. Schopenhawer. Nictzs he,

Kicrkegaard and the existentialists, and down to Freud and psycho-

anahysis—to explore the nonracional clements of consciousness.,

One reaction to a purely rational description of consciousness was
the work ot the German philosopher Alexander Baumgarten. who first
used the termy westhetic in his Reflections on Poctry (1936 [ fiest published

-5 D Baumgarten himscelf was a member of the rationalist school, a
follower of Descartes and Leibniz. In contrast to his mentors, how -
cver. he fele that to exclude sensations and pereeptions from know I-
cdee on the grounds that they were inherentdy contised was to sac-
ritice valuable forms of consciousness on the altar of reason. Thus he
developed from the Greek word for pereeption (wistheds) a deseriprion
tor a wav ot apprehending reality that was just as clear—it not as dis-
tinet s the Togieal cognition Descartes had distilled from the Hus of

consciotsness, Baumgarten concluded that the aesthetic value of a
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work of art depended on s ability to produce vivid experiences in

its audience.

But what constitutes this experience? Many characteristics have
heen deseribed over the centuries. Inarecent review Monroe Beards-
lev (rg82) singled out five recurring themes, suggesting that any acs-
thetic experience must exhibit the first one and at least three of the
remaining tour, Lt is possible to paraphirase Beardstev's five criteria as
follows: (1) object focus: the person witlingly invests attention ina vi-
sual stimulus: (2) felt freedom: he or she feels a sense of harmony that
preempts evervday coneerns and is cxpcricnccd as freedom: (3) de-
tached affect: the experience is not taken literally, so that the acs-
thetic presentation of a disaster might move the viewer to reflection
but not to panic: (4) active discovery: the person becomes cognitively
involved in the challenges presented by the stmulus and derives a
sense of exhilaration from the involvement: (5) wholeness: a sense of
integration follows from the experience. giving the person a teeling of
self-aceeptance and self-expansion.

This list, which is representative of the elements philosophers of
acstheties and critics have been attributing to the acsthetic experi-
ence, is remarkable because it closely mirrors another set of condi-
tions obtained in the course of very different investigations, We are
referring here to che characteristies of the flowe experience, which were
derived from interviews with hundreds of persons deeply involved in
activitics that had few or no external rewards. "Fhe studies in question
(for cxample, Csikszenumihalsi 19=5a, 19=5b. 1978a, 1982, 1983,
19go: Csikszentmihalvi and Csikszentmibalvi 1988) suggest that
people play chess, cimb mountains, compose music. and do a hun-
dred other nonproductive activities not because they expeet a result
or reward after the activity is concluded, but because they enjoy what
they are doing to the eatent that expariencing the activity becomes
its own reward. This autorelic experience, that is, one that contains
its goal initself, was called flow becise respordents used that term
frequently to describe the deep involvement in and cftortless pro-

gression of the activity,
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CRIUTERIN FOR PR ALS EHETC CRETERINTOR FHIE FEOW TNPERIENCL
ENPERIENCE?

OBJECT TOCUS AERGING OF ACTION AND AWARENESS
Attention fined on intentional field Attention centered on activiey
FLLF FREEDOAL LINITVTION OF STINMULUS FIRLD:
Release from concerns about past Noawareness of past and future

and future

DEINCHED AFERRGT LOSS OF EGO:

Objects of interest setata distance Loss of self-consciousness and
emotionally transcendence of ego boundaries
ACTIVE DISCOVERY CONTROL OF ACTIONS

Active exercise of powers to mect Skills adequate to overcome
environmental challenges challenges

WHOLENESS, CLEAR GOALS. CLEAR EETDBACK

Asense of personal integration
and self-expansion

A TOUELIC NATURE.
Doces not need external rewards.,
Beardsley 1ghz, ias oy, . . . R
“Caksrcnumihalvg tc 1 an intrinsically satistving

Table 1. Comparison of Criteria D«2tining the Aesthetic Experience
and the Flow Experience

We see here the correspondences hetween the two sets of eriteria, the
first describing the aesthetic experience, the second deseribing How.
Although the two lists do not correspond point by point. they contain
the same elements, with little inone listthatis notpresencin the other.

What can account tor this similariey? Muttial influence can be ruled
out. 'T'he aesthetic scholarship on which Beardsley's list is based is
completely independent of the How rescarch and. as tar as can be es-
tablished. the two authors were unaware of cach other’s work at the
time these conclusions were reached. The most likely answer is that
philosophers deseribing the aesthetic experience and psyehologists
deseribing How are talking about essentially the same state of mind.

I'his in turn means that human beings enjov eaperiences that are rel-
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atively more clear and focused than everyday life, a conclusion already
drawn by Dewey (1934). When this heightened state of consciousness
OCCUrs in response to music, painting. and so on, we caltitan acstheric
cxperience. In other contexts. such as sports. hobbics. challenging
work. and social interactions. the heightened state of consciousness is
called a flow expericence.

But it may be that the quality of the subjective states is the same in
both contexts, that the aesthetic and the flow experiences are in real-
ity indistinguishable from once another. The stimuli producing the
person’s reaction and the content of the person’s consciousness during
the experience change, but the reaction irself. the structure of the re-
action or state of consciousness, is the same. For example. a tennis
plaver and a person looking at a painting are both involved in what
they are doing, and in both cases they enjoy what they are doing for
its own sake. They enjov using their skills to rise to stimulating chal-
fenges in a setting that requires clarity and total concentration re-
moved from the evervday world. This focused experience is pro-
duced. of course. very differently in the two cases: in the first.itis the
challenge of returning the opponent’s serve: in the second, the chal-
lenge is to respond to the painter’s ereation. Difterent stimuli are in-
volved. different skills are required to respond to the situation, but
the structural elements of consciousness that account ftor the reward-
ing, nature of the experience are the same in both cases.

If it is true that the acsthetic experienee is part of a larger family,

all of whose members display similar clements, one wonders why

such states of consciousness are so enjovable and rewarding. A brict
review of what the philosophy and psyehology of acstheties say
about the functions of the aesthetic experience may help to answer
that question.

THE FUNCTIONS OF THE ARSTHETTIC EXPERIENCL

Ever since Baumgarten dentitied the separate nature of acsthetic
cognition. philosophers have generally agreed that the case for aes-

theties nuist ultimately rest on the kind of experience it provides.
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Reuason articulates a set of rules within which the mind can follow con-
vincing seeps toward universally aceeptable conclusions. But human
beings have another way of apprehending reatity: an experience of
blinding intuition, a sense of certainty and completeness as convine-
ing as any reason provides (Baumgarten 1936). 1t is this way of secing
the world that has been called the aesthetic experience. Whereas
most thinkers would eventually agree on a more or less similar set of
criteria for desceribing the aesthetic experience, such as the one pro-
poscd by Beardslev and illustrated in “Table 1. there is a much wider
difference of opinion concerning why the aesthetic experience is plea-
surable or vahuabte.

From a contemporary point of view, however. it is possible to say
that all acsthetie theories can be subsumed under what used to be
called a naturalistic perspective. In other words, even the most ideal-
1stic and formal theorics of the past can be seen as variants of a basic
hedonistic epistemology, according to which the acsthetic experience
ts good for the percetver.

What good the aesthetic experience does, however, has been ex-
plained in many different wavs. "o a large extent, itseems to depend
on how one dehines what good is. For those who believe that the swm-
mum bonun consists in approaching God's majesty, art brings the soul
closer to God. For those who believe that the bestwe can do s to sub-
limate libidinal desires in a socially acceprable form, the aesthetic ex-
perience is an excellent wav to sublimate.

In the sections that follow, we will summarize various attempts to
explain why people seek out the aesthetie experience. Speciically,
we will review cognitive, perceptual, emotional, and transcendental
perspectives, presenting in cach case briet references as to how phi-
losophers and psvehologists have viewed the issue. "To emphasize
these four perspectives in order to organize our discussion is a heroie—
not to say foolhardv—implification. Ttalso results in stressing the dit-
ferences among thinkers in the ficld. In reality, of course, no approach
to the aesthetic experience reties on cither purely rational or purch

emotional explanations. However, for the sake of clarity and simplic-
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ity, we will proceed as if the voluminous and compley ticerature on the

stubject could be reduced to these tour hicadings.

A FORM OF UNDFRSTANDING - Approaches to aestheties bused on the
concept of the Platonic ideal stressed the beliet thatart represents not
the limited particularities of the world of appearances but the under-
Iving. cternal forms behind them (though Plato himsclf banished vi-
sual artists from his republic as mere imitators of appearances). Thus
the aesthetic experience was seen as the satistaction of un intellectual
need to grasp that which is zeef/y real. But as Kant (1-9o). Croce
(19og). Maquet (1986), and many others have said, the reality art un-
covers is not mediated by concepts, as itis when reason is at work. In-
stead. according to Kant. aesthetic pleasure results from the union of
intuition and understanding, and, according to Croce, it resufts from
the process of expressing a formerly unformulated intuition. T any
case. the good for these idealist philosophers consists in the appre-
hension of something that had heretofore been hidden and inacces-
sible to logical understanding.

In psvehological approaches to art articulated since the ate 1960,
the cognitivist viewpoint has become inereasingly important. Based
originallv on the work of the philosopher Nebson Goodmun (1968,
1y=8). cognitive psychologists have tried to deseribe the thought pro-
cesses involved in the production of art and to explain how these abil-
itics develop with time (Gardner 19730 1980 Winner 19822 Pe Mul
1¥R). For instance. Parsons Cro¥=) finds that aesthetic judgments de-
velop through u five-stage sequence. just as other cognitive abihities
do. At first. children appreciate pictotial realism, equating aesthetic
value with what is beautiful, "Then, they gradualhy fearn o appreciate
representation, expression, and organization. Finally, after reaching
the fifth and last stage, the adult viewer fearns to go beyond any es-
isting criteria of appreciation and adopts an open-ended receptive at-
titude that allows him or her to respond to qualities of the work not
vetencompassed by evatuation,

fmportantas these ways of viewing art as a rational activity are. thes

-~

i




[2 1THE ARY OF SEHING

generally have lictle to sav about what motivates viewers to contems-

plate works of art, or about the aesthetic experience itselt. Cognitive

approaches have tried to reconcile aestheties with the dominant
Cartesian epistemology, validating it as a respectable activiey of the
mind: “the arts are treated notas torms of leisure. play, oramusement,
nor as exclusively emotional activities. They are viewed, rather, as
fundamental wavs of knowing the world™ (Winner 1982, 12). In doing
so. however, the cognitive approach tends to disregard that which
originally prompted Baumgarten and his followers to separate acs-
theties from reason—the observation that the aesthetic experience
provides visceral, holistic, and greatly rewarding sensations that are
ordinarily absent from purely cognitive activities.

Thus the enjoyment derived from aesthetic encounters might be
explained in part by the satisfaction of a generalized human need tor
knowledge and understanding that the arts provide (Arnheim 196¢:
Cassirer 19572 Csikszentmihalvi tg=8D: Vasina 19822 Winner 1982). In
other words, the “blinding intuition™ one experiences in front of a
great work of art is pleasurable because a great amount of knowledge
about the world is encapsulated in the transaction. What we ordinarily
recognize as an acesthetic experience is a cognitive rush. Other expla-
nations focus on cognitive consonance, or the pleasure one gets from
a correspondence between a mental model of perfection and an actual

acsthetic specimen (Zusne 1986).

SENSORY PLEASURE « 'To complement the cognitive approaches to
acstheties, a pereeptual perspective claims that some of the informa-
tion contained in works of art shorecuts thinking and affects us because
the mind is already predisposed to recognize it In current terms, the
claim would be that the central nervous svstem is genetically hard-
wired to experience pleasure when processing certain patterns of
stimuli,

In the visualares, aesthetic pleasure is produced by qualities of the
visuad stimudus, These incliude, according to Santavana (1896), design
clements that produce sensory arousal and formal qualities that pro-

duce asense of order. In some wavs this approach had been foreshad-

372
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owed by the Aristotelian notion that unity in diversity constitutes
beauty. In this version of utilitarianism. the good consists in an opti-
mal functioning of the mind. There is a mesh between the properties
of the stimulus and the potentialities of the perceiving organism. such
that the latter is totally involved in the interaction,

Among contemporary psychologists, Berlyne (1966, 19==). Ken-
nedy (1985), and Kreitler and Kreitler (19=5) have done extensive re-
scarch on the arousal properties of diserete stimuli, and Armheim
(1954 and Soucif and Evsenck (19=2) have explored the gestaltprop-
erties of more complex forms, Both arousal and a sense of order are
scen to produce a desirable condition in the central nervous system.
Other pereeprual approaches have focused on the perception of color
(Gerstier 1986). or on inherenthy pleasing properties of certain stim-
ulus configurations. For esample. Samuels and Ewy (1o83) claim that
infants as young as three months old preter watching human faces that
were rated attractive by adules, thus evideneing innate aesthetic sen-
sitivity, at least for factal features,

But why would some visual contigurations rather than others pro-
duce a pleasant experience in the nervous system? Explanations here
invoke an extension of evolutionary theory. The gestalt approach. for
instance, is predicated on the belief thata preference for order is con-
ducive to a better overall adaptation to the environment (Arnheim
1y=1. 1982: Gombrich 1g6o, 19=9: Kepes 19631, In short, those indi-
viduals who derive pleasure from order—which is good for them—will
seek out order and will theretore have a better chance to survive and to
replicate their genes and their values than individuals who do not tuke
pleasure in order. Thus survival pressures positively select aesthetic
enjovment, just as they select the pleasure derived from physical ex-
ereise or from the use of the inteltect, and forsimitar reasons.,

It has also been argued that the integration of consciousness
brought about by acesthetic experiences leads to mental healeh and
greater societal well-being. Dewey (g4 argued that the aesthetic
pleasure arose from the recognition ot organic wholeness, and as such
was @ model for the highest forms of organization in matter and con-

seiotsness. Jenkins (roz8) and Dissanakave Gig=4) held that the con-
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tribution of art to survival consists in vividly portraving those elements
or issues in the environment with which people must copes thus aes-
thetics sensitizes socicty to rthe crucial matters of life. Peckham (1965)
believed that aesthetic experimentation facilitated cultural innova-
tion in general. Other recent approaches that attempt to develop ac-
counts of the aesthetic experience based on evolutionary theory are

those of Csikszentmihalyvi (19=8b) and Levy (1986).

EMOTIONAL HARMONY » Perhaps the best-known accounts of the aes-
thetic experience tocus on what happens to the emotions in the en-
counter with works of art. Arnistotle felt that tragedy, by evoking pity
and fear. helped purge the audiencee's feelings—a conclusion with
which many contemporary psvchoanalysts would agree, "Fhe good
here consists in reliving hidden impulses in such a way that they can
be sorted out and brought into harmony with the more conscious as-
pects ot lite, Catharsis brings about inner balance and equanimity.,
The impersonat rules of reason make ita imited tool. becatse the pri-
vare jovs and fears of men are not taken into account. \rt must give
people an alternative approach to those aspects of consciousness rea-
son must ignore. As Collingwood (193%) persuasively argued., art can
cffecrively communicate many things that concepts cannot convey.,
The most influential modern cathartic theory is based on the work

of Sigmund Freud. Especiably in his essavs on Leonaido da Vinei and

Michelangelo (Freud 1gro. 1914). Freud explored the connection be-

tween carty traumatic events in the artists” lives that required the
repression of unaceeptable impulses. and the form and content of
their fater works, Earlier he had stated that beauty is based on sexual
excttation. that atthough we are usually notaware of it, the things we
tind beautitulare in rruth sexually stimulating (Freud 1905). The value
of che aesthetic experience for the viewer lies in the enjovable and
cderapeutic vicarious expression of disguised sexual interest in art.
Innumerable analvses and erities have tollowed in Freud's footsteps,
providing case studies in which the artist’s emotional conflict was
linked to his orherocusy red When sensitively done. such iny estigations

have heen usctul in suggesting finks between the emotional conthices
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of the artist and the viewer on the one hand, and the formal qualities of
the work of art on the other. ‘The carly faith in the ability of psycho-
analysis to provide a definitive account of the aesthetic experiencee,
however, has been generally abandoned. ‘The classical explanation
based on the repression of sexual interest at the Ocdipal stage of de-
velopment has been found to be uncomfortably red uctionistc by the
“most informed psvehoanalysts (for example. Gedo 1984). The more
cclectically overdetermined explanations. which take into account a
much wider range of emotional conflicts. are much more plausible and
sophisticated: noncetheless, their very indeterminacy has a somewhat
improvised quality which makes them definitely unfalsifiable.

Psvehologists have also explored the complex ways that visual pref-
erences are related to other aspecets of a person’s temperament and per-
sonality. For example. compared to introverts, extroverts tend to pre-
fer simple colors and forms. and more expressive paintings (vsenck
1940, 1941). People with a high need forachievement prefer colors on
the cool end of the spectrum as opposed to reds and yellows (Knapp.
MeElrov. and Vaughn 1962). Sensation seckers. on the other hand.
preferred (Nelson, Pelech. and Foster 1984). On the basis of extensive
clinical interviews with subjects who expressed preterences forawide
variety of representational paintings, Machotka (19=9) conchuded that
people liked  specific work cither because it fulfilled a corresponding
emotional need or because the painting supported a defense the
viewer had adopted against unwanted emotions. Similar findings that
link affective characteristics of the viewer to their visual preferences
have been often replicated (for example. Heinrichs and Cupchik
t983). [tshould be admitted. however, that the literature concerning,
visual art preferences is contradictory and confusing (Ahmad 1985). as
wellas quite primitive. This field of research is still far from being able
to support with evidence the exalted claims that theoreticians have

made for the healing powers of the aesthetic experience.

LI TRANSCENDENCE OF ACTuAnimy - Aninteresting feature of the-

orics of aestheties is that thes are sometimes both reductionistic and

emancipatory. For instance. the evolutionary approaches listed in the
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seetion on sensoty pleasure can be seen as reductionistic, because
they try to explain the enjoyment of artin terms of selective prcssurcs’
operating betow the threshold of human awareness and choice, vet
they are emancipatory as well, because they indicate wavs in which
humans have been able to acquire new skills and new sensitalities.

Assimilar duality can be found in some of the Marxist analyses of art
(Benjamin 1968: Hauser 1951, 1982; Marcuse 19=8). On the one
hand. Marxist theory is reductionistic because it holds that what we
consider beautiful is determined by saciat relations based on economic
conditions. On the other hand. according to some of its interpreters.
it holds out the possibility that true aesthetic experience may break
through the bonds that tie people into the existing svstem. Emanci-
pation from false consciousness, or the svstematic understanding of
alienating social forees, is the raison d'étre for the existence of works
of artand the ultimate criterion by which they are to be judged. ‘Thus
the most valuable contribution of the aesthetic experience to the
progress of mankind consists in bringing to the fore those human po-
tentialities that the social system has repressed and in showing the
causes of repression. According to this position, the painters who have
used their brush to portray the horrors of poverty and war. such as
Gova, Daumicer, Picasso, Orozeo. or Rivera, are the most valuable pur-
vevors of the aesthetic experience.

Another justification of the acsthetic experience is based on its pur-
ported ability to give people a foretaste of other-worldly reality. Mys-
tical and religious approaches to art have stressed its constructive, cre-
ative aspects—the fact that art transcends reality as it is and indicates
instead how it could be. Dante Alighieri thought that the orderand dis-
cipline of pocetry could lead the reader’s mind upward. to glimpse the
universal order that God imposed on nature. In What £s 12 (1o60 [ 15t
Russianedition 18961}, ‘Tolstov held thata greatwork ofartelevated the
audience and ted toa belief in the universal brotherhood of mankind.

The religious approach, like the Marxist one, is impatient with, the
status quo and finds the transcendent aspect of the aesthetic experi-
ence to beits most valuable quatity, Yet the ewo differ in their orienta-

tion: the first tooks to a divine order for inspiration. white the second
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looks toward an carthly utopia. But this distinction mav be based more
on superficial historical appearances than on real, substantial differ-
ences. Afterall, Dante was deeply involved in the thirteenth-century
political struggles aimed at establishing a secular counterweight to pa-
pal authority, and “lolstoy, at the time he wrote Whar Is Art?, was in-
volved in his experiments in communal living. "Thus, the quests for di-
vine and earthly perfection need not be mutually exclusive.

This briefreview only begins to hintat the greatvariety of aesthetic
theories that have proliferated in the last several centuries, even be-
fore acsthetics as a separate philosophical discipline came into exis-
tence. What does this diversity of explanations mean? Does it mean

that in reality there is no such thing as an aesthetic experience?

THE STRUCTURE OF THE ALSTHETIC EXPERIENCE

We will argue that if we expect the aesthetic experience to be a single,
universal reaction, like the blinking of the evelid under strong lightor
the sensation of sweetness at the taste of sugar, then there is no acs-
thetic experience. But very few human experiences are that simple.
Most events in consciousness are built from culturally defined con-
tents as well as from personal meanings developed throughout an in-
dividual's life. Thus two persons can never be expected to have the
same experience, and the farther apartin time and place they are, the
more the details of the two experiences will difter.

Forinstance, psychologists have shown that while people who share
training in Western artistic traditions will agree in theiraesthetic pref-
crences, untutored viewers will not (Anwar and Child 19-2; Haritos-
Fatourous and Child 19-7). Sociologists (for example, Bourdicu 1987)
have reminded us that a person can never have a pure, immediate aes-
thetic experience—whenever we gaze at an object our reaction to it is
historically grounded. inseparable from ideologices and social values.

It would be impossible for an Australian aborigine and a New York
art critic to have similar reactions to an abstract painting by Juckson
Pollock. "The objective visual stimuli would be processed in entirely

different wavs by the two viewers. For the aborigine the painting
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might not even contain information at all—it would be pereeived as we
pereeive white noise or the pattern of light and shadow on a hitlside—
that is. as a4 meaningless assemblage of stimuli. In contrast. for the
critic one glimpse of the painting would immediately evoke masses of
structured information that inctude perceptual judgments as well as
emotions. Art historical, biographical, sociological, technical, and
aesthetic considerations would be called to mind, and these would be-
Zin to interact in consciousness with the objective details of the paint-
ing as they continued to be processed by the visual receptors.

The aesthetic experience oceurs when information coming trom
the artwork interaces with information already stored in the viewer's
mind. "The resule of this conjunction might be a sudden expansion,
recombination. or ordering of previously accumuliated information,
which in turn produces a variety of emotions such as delight, jov, or
awe. The information in the work of art fuses with information in the
viewer's memorv—tollowed by the expansion of the viewer's con-
sciousness, and the attendant emotional consequences. This process
of fusion we will refer to as the structure of the aesthetic experience.
Whenever we are moved by the encounter with i work of art, our ex-
pericnces will have a similar structure, even though their informa-
tional content might be completely difterent.

In the example just discussed. it would make no sense to expect
that the experiences of the aborigine and the critic would be similar,
cither in content or in structure. The o viewers would bring o the
situation entirely ditterent backgrounds of information. In fact, the
aborigine may not have any experience atall in looking at the Pollock
painting. letalone an acsthetic one. "The same argument holds, to a
greater or lesser degree, forany two persons looking at the same ob-

ject. Butif two people oo have an aesthetic experience in looking at

the same object, regardless of the difterent thoughes and emotions

they might process during the encounter, we claim that the structure
of their experience is similar,

In other words, while the thoughts and emotions in tesponse w a
work of art might be ditferent in the minds of different viewers, the

striucture of the experience. its quatinn, the wav icteels while it lases,

~
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seems to be the same regardless of its cognitive and emotional con-

tent. These structural similarities include the conditions alreads

mentioned in “Table 12 when the viewer focuses atention on the ob-
ject, there follows a sense of concentration. of freedom, clarity, con-
trol, wholeness, and sometimes transcendence of ego boundaries, a
condition so rewarding as to be sought out for its own suke.
Forattention to be attracted to the objectin the first place, a further
setof conditions is necessary. The object must contain a set of visual
“challenges™ that engages the interpretive skills of the beholder. "The
environment must be conducive to a centering of attention on the ob-
jeet and to a sereening out of distractions. How these and other con-
ditions of the encounter with the work of art contribute to the aces-
thetic experience will be developed in detail in the chaprers that
follow. In the process. by focusing closely on the quality of this ex-
perience it will be possible to develop and enbarge our understanding
of the potentialities for enjovymentopen to human beings and to retine
the theoretical model of the How experience. which by necessity will

be enriched through its application to this unique body of data.

THE ME THOD OF THE STUDY

T'hroughout most of its history. the study ot aestheties and the acs-
thetic experience has been. almost by definition. considered the proy-
ince of speculative phitosophy. With the push in the first half of this
century for the establishment of the social sciences as hard sciences
along thie lines of physics and chemistry, the ticld of experimental acs-
thetics came into existence. This ficld, exemplitied by the work of
Berlvne (196¢) and Child (1968=196y). was almost wholly dedicated
to understanding the mechanies of the perceprual aspect of the en-
counter with o work of art. and thus it was both experimental and
physiological in its orientation. The work in this ficld attempred to re-
dress what was pereeived as a lack of svstematic observation and con-
nection to the “real™ world in the philosophical tradivion. Yetitscems
obvious now that such an approach was much too reductive to grasp

fully the comples and integrated nature of the acsthetie experience.
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As philosophers have pointed out for centuries, there is considerably
more to the encounter with an aesthetic object than the visual stim-
ulus and a corresponding optical response. While the philosophicat at-
tack on the problem mayv have erred i the direction of being too ab-
stract, the experimental aesthetics approach scems to err in the
opposite direction: that is, it becomes so particularistic that it. oo,
loses sight of the inherently human nature of both art and the re-
SPONse to it.

Our approach in this series of studies attempts to walk the line be-
tween the two extremes. We try to make some generalizations about
the nature and conditions of the aesthetic experience and ro do so in
the form of interpretations of data which we gathered in a relatively
stindardized. though not experimental, situation. that is, in a serics
of interviews with art muscum professionals. Several assumptions
gutded the course of this rescarch. In rough order. from the most gean-

cral to the most specific, they are:

L. Subjective interpretation is the key to understanding the acs-
thetie experience. Although physiological. pereeptual, and cog-
[

nitive processes are important components, thev are relatively

meaningless until given weight and value by the interpretation of

subjective experience.

2. Most.if notall, people are able to talk about their experiences
peog {

of subjective states in a coherent fashion.

3. However, the most coherent statements of the nature of sub-
jeetive experiences will be those made by persons for whom those
experiences are. first, a somewhat regular occurrence. and see-
ond. for whom the awarencess of those experiences is an integral

patrt of their lives.

4. Muscum professionals. by virtue of the nature of their posi-
tions and pursuits. must be sensitive to the acsthetic value of ob-
jeets and conseqiently aware of the nature of their own response
to such objects. Their responses will be more relevant to under-

standing the nature of the aesthetic experience than the re-
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sponses of visual artists would be, because the artist approaches
artas a creator rather than as a viewer, and thus would experience
art very differenty from normal audicences.

5. Finally, we assumed that letting people talk at lengeh about
their expericnces was a better way to determine what were the
most important components of the aesthetic experience than ask-
ing them to answer any sort of questionnaire that we might de-
sign. We felt that this would avoid, as much as possible, the im-
position of our own implicit or explicit theories of the acsthetic

experience on the responses of the people we were interviewing,.

‘The three most important clements in the study are. then, the
questions we asked, the people who asked them, and the people we
asked them of.

PLAN AND DESIGN OF THE CURATORIAL INTERVIEWS - We designed
our interviews to be semistructured. That is, there were several gen-
cral arcas that were introduced with open-ended questions, accom-
panied by a number of optional probes for cach. "This structure en-
abled us to touch on a certain core of topics with every respondent
without precluding other topics that might arise in response to the
general questions. Fhe rationale for and exact wording of cach ques-
tion were worked out by our rescarch group as a whole so that cach of
the interviewers was intimately familiar with the protocol. A number
of pilotinterviews and several carly interviews were analyzed in detail
by the rescarch team, and some alterations were subsequently made
in the protocol to correet what were fele to be weak areas. T'he inter-
viewers worked closely together so as to ensiire maximum consistency
and to share the insights and strategies that enabled them to obtain
the broad range of responses that has resulted in this valuable body of
data. The interviews were conducted by a group of «dvanced graduate
students and faculty members from the Committee on Human De-
velopment of the University of Chicago. All of the interviewers had
heen involved with the developruent of the rescarch projectand of the
interview protocol from their inception and thus were familiar with

both. Morcover, all of the interviewers had some background in the
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arts (cither studio. art history, or art education), and all had been in-
volved in an carlier project involving rescarch on artists. Considered
as a whole, this group had severat hundred hours of interviewing ex-
perience in a variety of sertings.

The interview protocol is presented in Appendix A.

PLAN AND DFSIGN OF THE PROFESSIONALS s1CDY - For the muscum
professionals, the four general topics can be summed up as follows: (1)
professional history and nature of present position; (2) personal his-
tory of involvement with the arts: (3) description and discussion of one
or more specific encounters with works of art that were felt to be es-
pectally significant: and (4) opinions on the aesthetic experience in
general and the possibility of facilitating that experience.

Each of the interviews was conducted at the institution where the

curator worked and lasted anvwhere from fifev-Aive minutes to two and

a half hours. Prior to the interview the respondents were told only that

we wished to discuss some aspects of their profession, not that we
were interested in their theories of the aesthetic experience. “T'he full
intent of the study was discussed in detail with cach person only upon
completionof the interview, Allof the interviews were wape-recorded
and then transeribed verbatim, ‘The analyses in the following chapters
are based on these transcripts.

We interviewed primarily curators and directors (84 pereent); how-
ever, we also interviewed a number of persons in both conservation
and cducation departments. We will usually refer to these respon-
dents as curators or museum professionals. Sltogether we interviewed
fifty-seven individuals from seventeen different institutions, twenty-
four from the J. Paul Gerey Musceum in Malibu, California, and cigh-
teen from the Art Institute of Chicago. Six are curators of corporate
collections in major businesses. and the remaining nine curators rep-
resent various university, city, and independent public institutions.
Shightly more than half the group are male, with an average age in the
middle fortics.

More important than these demographic characteristies is the high

fevel of expertise embodied in this sclect group of people. Over 8o
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percent had completed a master’s degree, and 4o pereent had been
awarded doctorates. Fhe majority of those degrees are in art history,
but nearly o quarter are in studio arts. Slightly more than 15 pereent
of those interviewed had some special muscum training in addition to
the degree programs, even if their degree was notin muscum studices,
and more than 50 pereent had studio training of some kind. ranging
from printmaking to architecture. Finally, =5 percent of these indi-
viduals had formal teaching experience in either a muscum or univer-
sity setting.

Professionally, this is an equally impressive group. More than half,
or 5= pereent, are or have been full curators, and 19 pereent are cur-
rently directing or have directed a musceum or gallery. On the average,
their present position is the fourth postof their careers. Among them
they represent esperience in more than fifts muscums and galteries
in the United States and Europe and possess several hundred vears of
collective experience.

On the average, members of this group had organized sixteen ex-
hibitions apicee: one quarter of the group had put together thirey or
more exhibitions during the course of their careers, 'Fhe group aver-
aged nine scholarly publications apicee. atthough again, abouta quar-
ter of them had more than twenty to their eredit. Finally and indic-
ative of the fact that these people are vitally involved in the artworld),
slighthy less than =5 percent are currentdy involved in consulting or
community work, including jurving shows_serving on the boards of art
gatleries and artists” cooperatives. and working as trustees and con-
suttants for other muscums and for state. local, or national arts

organizations,

ANALYSIES OF FHE INTERVEEWS

Finally. we would like to offer some introductory remarks on the ways

in which we used the interview material in this report. "The two ty pes
of information —pereentages on the one hand and quotations on the
other—hay e a simitar basis. We did not begin with a coding sy stem and

then comb the transeripts in search of supporting instances. Rather,
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separate groups ot rescarchers read the transeripts with broad general
questions in mind. such as. What are the most important clements in
the acsthetic encounter? and What are the conditions under which an
aesthetic experience can take place? From the initial readings, cate-
gories were derived using the terms of the respondents themselves.
Then, the categories were refined as more transcripts were analvzed,
until finally the entire body of material was recoded using the futly
claborated svstems for each topic.

By coding. we do not mean to imply that every sentence in the en-
tire transcript was accorded a code. Instead. we isolated passages of
any length—from one sentence to more than a page—that exemplificd
a particulur type of expericnce or coneern on the part of that particular
respondent. Thus, one transeript can have as many different codes as
there are topics of importance to the respondent. Also. one statement
can be included as relevant to or exemplary of more than one topic.
While this method seemed to us the best way to preserve the richness
and complexity of the data, it does preclude anv statistical consider-
ation of counts or mentions because. first of all, given the semistruc-
tured nature of the protocol, we would be unable to say that ever re-
spondent had an equal opportunity to discuss all of the topices. More
important., under any such empirical counting svstem, a thought that
one person might express in one succinet statement would be out-
weighed by an extended—even if less insightful or reflective—discus-
sion of a different topic by another respondent. Thus., in any of the
pereentages we report here, we are referring to the percentage of in-
dividuals who touch on the topic in one form or another and not to the
Ereral numerical frequency of the topic. The percentages are used
primarily to give the reader an idea of how important the topic was
across the entire group. that is, they indicate that most respondents

touched on topic AL while onty a small group touched on topic B. We

do not use them in order to establish the existence of particular sub-
jecetive states or to make claims about the absolute importance of one

factor or another.

The categories established by the coding system thus became the




L

Q

E

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

RICq

A CONCEPTUAL MODEL 23

basis for the selection and grouping of the quotations thatare the pri-
mary data for the majority of the report. While the quotations are
grouped under topical headings from the coding system, it must be
kept in mind that the codings themselves were inductively derived.
T'he quotations thus both illustrate the theme that we feel a coding
category captures and form the basis for the judgment of the impor-
tance of the coding category itself. The three-digit number in paren-
theses following each quote is an identification number thatidentifies
cach respondent.

Two final caveats. First of all, though we have tried to select quotes
that can stand intelligibly on their owr and not misrepresent cither
the context of their utterance or the intent of their speaker, we must
caution the reader to keep in mind that these are selected and some-
times cedited quotations, Our presentation may at times give the
impression that the ideas discussed in the quotes are completely dis-
tinct from one another, vet the overriding opinion of the questioners
was that every respondent spoke in a remarkably unified and consis-
tent voice. that their theories of the acsthetic experience were coher-
ent with their theories of educating for the aesthetic encounter and
with their value judgments of the works they discussed. Second, for
nearly every category that we were able to define and support with
quotations and pereentages. there was always a small number of
clearly and often diametrically opposed statements by other respon-
dents. More often than not, we have included at least one of these in
the seetions that discuss the thesis to which they are the antithesis.
We have chosen to present these not just in the name of intellectual
honesty but because we believe that this is not an arena of discourse
that falls under the jurisdiction of majority rule. The nature of the aes-
thetic expericnce is a vital issue and has been so for thousands of
vears. ‘1o close off discussion of the issue is not the intent of this re-
port. More than anvthing clse. we hope that this investigation will
stimulate discussion and perhaps opensup new wayvs of thinking about

the aesthetic encounter with a work of art.

U
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CHAPTER 2

"T'he Major Dimensions
of the Aesthetic Experience

A\ wasasts of any sort begins with a desceription of the phenomena
under study. Yet a thoroughgoing and empirically grounded descrip-
tion of the aesthetic experience has been conspicuousty absent
from acsthetic theorv—of whatever stripe--in the past. For the most
part, acsthetie study has proceeded cither from a priori assumptions
conceming what the aesthetic experience must be or the basis of
the analyst's own experiences. In this chaprer we attempt to redress
this omission by describing the recurring and central aspects of the
acstheric experience as recounted by the museum protessionals we
interviewed. '

Unlike the approaches aliuded to above, our only assumption was
that the aesthetic experience would be qualitatively and experien-
tially different from evervday visual encounters. Other than a tocus on
what was especially: memorable, evervthing from the selection of
what constituted an aesthetic encounter to the tfocus on particular di-
mensions as mostsatient was left open to the personal detinition of the
respondents. Rather than structuring the interviews around abstract
questions coneerning an average or typical acsthetic experience, we
asked them to deseribe a recent encounter that they felt to be partic-
wlarhy significant. "Phe analvsis presented in this chapter is based on
an examination of the wide range of responses we gathered through
the interviews concerning personalh meaningtul encounters with

works of art. Given the number and variety of both respondents and
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works discussed, we are confident that the description that emerges
from our analvsis is onc which, at the very least, points to all the sig-
nificant aspects of the aesthetic experience and defines most of them
rather clearly,

The formulation of the major dimensions of the aesthetic experi-
ence is drawn from the responses to our query about these significant
encounters with works of art. In asking the question, the interviewers
encouraged the respondents to speak candidly as appreciators rather
than as professionals concerned with possible purchases. In general,
the responses were varied and tended to be complex, both in terms of
the number of aspects of the encounter described and in the sophis-
tication of the descriptions.

Overall ourattempe was to discern what modes of experiencing and
responding to works of art were, if not common to all, then the most
frequently described. Rather than finding either one way of respond-
ing, orone way forcach curator, we found several modes that were com-
mon to a number of respondents. Perhaps even more interesting, we
found that most of the muscum professionals interacted with works
of art in more than one of the wavs desceribed by the group as a whole.

Thus. cach of the following scetions represents one of the more sig-
nificant wavs in which these persons interacted with works of art. "I'he
majority of the respondents spoke of more than one aspect of their ex-
perience. These can be briefly deseribed in four wavs: a perceptual re-
sponse, which concentrated on elements such as balance, form, and
harmony: an emotional response, which emphasized reactions to the
emotional contentof the work and personal associations: an intellee-
tual response, which focused on theoretical and art historical ques-
tions: and, Anally, what we characterized as the communicative re-
sponse. wherein there was a desire to relate to the artist, or to his or her
time, or to his or her culture, through the mediation of the work of art.

‘T'he topic of cach of the following sections is a global term such as
“perceptual.” By these groupings we.do not mean to imply that the
perceprual aspects of the esperience were the same for all who de-

seribe them—far from it Rather, cach sceetion describes the way in
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which the umbrelia term comprehends a variety of diserete but re-

lated types of experiencing,

THE PERCEPTUAL DIMENSION

Given thc inherently visual nature of most art media, the fact thatall
of the muscum professionals talked at one point or another about a
pereeptually oriented response to a work of art should not be surpris-
ing. ‘This, however, in no way trivializes the importance of the per-
ceptually oriented response as @ dimension of the aesthetic experi-
ence. Of all the aspeets of the experience, the pereeptual was most
often the first one mentioned and usually the most clearly articulated.
All the muscum professionals interviewed indicated that in those en-
counters that proved to be personally salient they felt they were vi-
sually engaged by and drawn to the features of the objects immedt
ately betore them, For 23 pereent (13 ot 5=) this was th primary mode
of response. Within this category, accounts ranged along a rough con-
tinuum from those bearing upon the object as a global Ny, as a
whole. or totality. to those dealing with the object in o more analytic,
fragmented manner, as an entity constituted by an internal organiza-
tion of a varicty of components.

‘T'he most general remarks reflecting experiential engagement with
works of art referred to sensing the overall physicality of the work.
One of the respondents (1og) described how he felt addressed by the
“full presence™ of the work, and another (107) spoke of grasping the
work's “intuitive concreteness.” This kind of global sensing of the ob-
jecthood of the work also was often discussed when respondents con-
trasted experiences of actual works of art with those of reproductions.

One person remarked:

There is no substitute at all for the actual object. A quality
comes through, nearly a testure, Fhere st any substitute
for the actual objeet. Tetells you things that a reproduction

never tells vou, Just the fineness of things is never convesed
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by a reproduction. Even with glass intervening, vou don’t

quite getjust how wonderful itis. (415)

But more often, the muscum professionals referred to the physi-

cality of the work in statements concerning the impact upon them of

the size or the scale of the object or its undeniable reality:

Its just one of the most phenomenal picees of sculp-
ture. . .. And vou look at the side of it. cvery aspect of it,
because classical sculpture has implicit in it a whole tem-
poral quality, itactually takes time to go through all the litde
bits. vou have to watk around a picee of sculpture because
the artist built into that whole idea of three-dimensionalits,
1ts implicit that vou will watk around to understand it. And
what vou sce when vou look at this is that from cvery angle,
the volumes change, and you just can’t really appreciate it
completely from one point to the other. But if you sit down
and look at it from the back. then its different again. And
justthe contrasting movements of this drapery. ics like a cas-
cade. 1Es really one of the most exciting picees of sculpture

I've ever seen in my life. beeause it's just alive. (408}

The majority of perceptually oriented statements were more dif-
ferentiated than simple remarks on the totaliey of the object. Asis im-
plicd by the category title, most remarks concerned the respondents’
appreciation of the organization of elements constituting the work.
namely, its form, line, color, and surface.

A small number of the respondents described their pereeptual ap-
preciation in terms of a rather well-defined classical conception of
beauty. That is. they characterized the works with which they had
had significant encounters in terms of the wavs the works reflected or
embodiced certain traditional principles of order. harmony, balance.,
and the like. Although most readers will be familiar with such clas-
sical coneeptions, the statements made by two of the musceum profes-
sionals provide conerete examples of the way in which this approach

was desceribed:
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I began to see its beauty. ... 1 loved the subtlery of the
canving and the modeling with the clay. the locks of hair, the
simplicity of the picee. T guess what Tike abou icare, tirst

of all, the simplicity of his tines, the way that the buseis cut

very sharphy around the torso ... and the sharp turm of the
head against the bust. ... The delicaey of the evebrows,

the very subtle lines and the way they catch the lighe . L.

We're sall interested in the beauey of the object. (10g)

1''he work ] would also stimulate someone who had any kind
of eve for proportien and beauty and ... ssmmetry, [Thel
nuances of surface and the play of the heavily hidded eves
and the strong nose. .. e atmond-shaped eves and the
arms shaped like ctephant tninks and .. © the 2gg-shaped
head. “Fhe image is so beautiful that you coutd worship that
thing . . . because of the inherent beauty chat has been ere-

ated by theartst. (i)

Beauty was sometimes strictly formal or compositional, present even
in objects that depicted unpleasant subject matters “Many people
would think that this is a repulsive painting, but | think T sce fig] al-
most as a beautiful painting, because of the relationship ot forms and
colors. and T can get quite excited about it on a Ivrical level™ (13350,
"T'here was often a related concern with the appreciation of the (|u.ll|t\
of the work. with “how well fthe object] was made™ (1og). and with
how onc is drawn to objects that are “the finest examples of their
tvpe’ (os), retlecting a purity or exeellence in their specitic cate-
gory” (114

A classical orientation toward beauty was present in shightdy Tess
than a quarter of the responses and did not seem to be a predominant
mode of considering works of art. Overall, itappears that this notion
of beauty is cmploved by those whose attention is devoted principally
to the art of carlicr centuries: those whose specialty is contemporary
art do not spontancoushy constrie works according to the classical con-
ception of beauty, and in some cases, they even repudiate the wtility

of this notion in regard to the art they appreciate most.
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SPECIFIC PFRCEPTUAL QUALITIFS OF THE ORJFCT + Without invoking
or alluding to any +'ssical notion of the beautiful, a number of re-
spondents made satements about being especialiy drawn to and en-
gaged by specifically aesthetic aspeets of the work's composition. Pre-
cminent among these were appreciation of the form, color, and
textural quality of the object.

I responded to the painting because of its color and torms,
they were musical formis: ics called Guitar on a lable, and it
had all the strength and beauts of a pertect Cubist picture.
It also had all of the variety of paint maniputation that vou
assoctate with Cubist pamtings. Some drv. chalky lines
across rhe surface, that were just laid on as if with a picce of
chalk. Other stuccolike surtaces where ashes or sand might
have been added with paint to make 1 really crusty, and
other areas of dead black, where vou think the artist has col-

laged a prece of papertoititis so Hat. (129)

Across the face of that painting were many surfaces. Uhere
were thindrey surfaces. There were tusciousls worked arcas in

the painting. There were thunly washed areas that were not

dry. that still bad & shine to them that allowed a transparencs

laoking through to acertam depth within the painting, (103

Perceprual qualities extended bevond the visual to the other sern e,
The following quote gives an idea of the sensual nature of this di-
mension. the appeal to the senses that goes bevond what is casy to

see. and far bevond whatitis possible to relate verballs:

You can't realls apprecrate them [Greek vases] without
touching them. You don’t understand half of a4 Greek vase
without prehmg wup. Fhere's the halance. and the way that
vou move the prece tfvou’re going to drimk ant of wcup, how
the foot reacts with the bowl T dhunk thats Wl mporant
really appreciating ceramies, And the same with jeweling |

mean., what do voun know abaut a prece of gold that was -
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tended to go around someone’s neek it vou don't realize how

heavy itis. or how beautifully the chain works? (4o8)

Although passages such as these were numerous. we encountered a
much wider spectrum, understandably, where pereeprual responses
were intermediaries, vehicles, for other kinds of coneerns, One of the
more frequent of these was where the primary concern focused on the
activity of the artist making the work, on which features within the
work provided a direct access to the art-making process. Comments
such as “"Those are exciting picees, the way vou can see the artist's
hand™ (113) or "Look look there. Usee his hand moving. Look how
quickly!™ (115) were far from unusual. The following quote embodies
the immediacy of this Kind of interaction:

It had a certain crudity which is actually enormously ap-
pealing, You can almost see the wood canver, vou know, at-
tacking that picee of wood with the kind of fervor and erea-
tivity of the moment. . . . You can sce the cut marks of the

chiscland the knite on the torso. (rig)

Even given the breadth of the categories used to group the re-
sponses, itis apparent from these limited excerpts that the pereeptual
dimension of the aesthetic encounter is as varied as it is central. Were
we to have refined further, there would have been even more cate-
gories. But running through all the quotes as well as the categories is

the admission of the affective and interactive power of the form and

the surface of a work of art. Butas the above quotes illustrate. the per-

ceptual aspeets of a work often shape and express the less tangible as-
pects of an object. The other dimensions of the aesthetic encounter
we deseribe explore those intangible aspects. We turn now to the one

mast frequently discussed. emotion,

THE ENOPTONAL DINHENSTON

Muscar professionals spend a great deal of time looking atand living

among great works of art. And although one might hypothesize that
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constant exposure might hinder their ability to respond to art on an
emotional level, this was far from the case. In fact, an appreciable
level of emotional involvement was reported by over yo pereent of the
respondents. The emotional mode was. morcover, the primary kind
of response for nearly a quarter of them. One individual's discussion
of the ability of a work to create an emotion in the viewer helps to ex-

plain the importance of this mode of interaction:

I mayv look atitvery closelv tosee . . whether | can under-
stand that one passage m the lower left-hand corner. And
that feeline comes to me ... 1 guess that's what all great
works of art should do. They should create some emotion.
So Lean feelitso often here, and thatis why as | said carlier,
when we first started to talk, that after all these vears e
been here, L ean sin one thing, I've never been bored. Hew

could vou be bored? (113)

The respondents reported a broad varicty of emotional responsces,

including positive emotions such as jov, delight. inspiration, and love,
and negative responses such as anger, hate, and frustration. .\ good
number of respondents were most affected by works that surprised
them, while others preferred familiar works evoking comfort or even
nostalgia. In the latter cases, there was almostalways some connection

to personal feelings, to past associations and experiences:

One of the period rooms swas avery large room that was Scot-
tish. and my father's family is Scottish, T'm o not saving that
this was a4 wonderful aesthetic expericnce, because 1 eer-
tinhy wouldn'o want it in my living room, but there was a
couch i which the legs and evervthing were stag horns,
really, a gruesonie sort of object, actually. And & painting by
Landscer hung aber oo ot adeer Tmean, 1 had ears inmy
eves. bwas really emotionally mosved because it ust 1e-
mmded me of a lot of things, acaal experienees trom s

childhood. or things 've read about or things 1 know. But
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also. itwas parthy beeause Thnew thatall these things would
e so significant to my parents and to other people in my

family. and it was 2 way of making a connection, (4o1)

-

Some works produced tension, excitement, or intrigue. Other works
were valued for theirability to bring abouta composed. contemplative
state. In a few instances a completely visceral or physical reaction

was reported:

I'hey were so faden with the thonght that created them ..
so much involvement and so perfectls wilored. thavitjustlit-
crally reached out and 1 could almost feel something grab-
Ding me. Tt was just this sort of [snatehes ae the air] physical

feeling from the form that it took. (100}

More often it was the case that people used less dramatic phrases.

such as T was struck by the work™ or it grabbed me.” and then went
on to deseribe a more intellectual mode of apprehending the work. In
a few instances respondents deseribed emotions that are usually as-
sociated with people rather than with physical objects, such s, “you
get kind of passionate about some of these things. ... hustful might
be the right word™ (1o8) or “there is a Kind of seductiveness toa work
of art that I think people do feel™ (rzo)

More than a few of the respondents deseribed a development
over time., from an initial reaction (which was usually an emotional
impact) to the involvement of thought—and sometimes to different

cmotions as well:

When T see works that come close to my heart. that T ihink
are reath fine, 1 have the strangest reaction, which is notal-
wins exhilaration. it is sort of like being hitin the stomach,
Feeling a litde nanscous. 16y just this completey over-
whehning feeling, which then Fhave to grope my sy ot of.
calm el down, and ey and approach iescienutically, not
with b of iy antenmae sulperable, open. .. What comes

to vou after looking at 1t camiv, after vou've teally digested
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every nuance and every littde thread. is the total impact.
When vou encounter a very great work o art, vou just know
itand it thrills vou in all of your senses, not just visually, but

sensually and intellectually, (i3

ICs the portrait of o woman and her lictle boy and a dog, and
itappealed to me because ics very attractive. because 1 have
alitde boy about the age of the little boy in the painting who
looks a littde bitsimilar, and so, hu.\'ing been attracted o this
painting, thinking, “God. how cornv.™ 1 saw all these great
paintings, and what do I do? T go and look at a painting of a
motherwith alictle bov and a dog. So @ started totry and ana-
Iy z¢ why—other than the sorc ot direet appeal to subject mat-
ter—why it was so attractive and appealing, And although
the painting is a regular square format, it essentially forms a
circle. The figures in the center forn, a circle. The way they
are arranged and the way the colors are arranged. make a cir-
cle so that you're constantly pulled back into the center. and
particularly to the litde bov's head. Fs just avers effective

format. (4o1)

Foranother person, a positive emotional reaction to @ work was a pre-

requisite for any professional involvement with i

Talwass start evervehing with the art work. |\ lot of times
there's this pressire just to do something because it will sell
or becatse its chic or whatever but T alwavs have to start
with being inspired or excited by a work of art. You know,
I've never done a show that hasn’e come direetly out of my

being vervyintrigued by, or excited by, a picee ot art. (oo

Aninidally positive reaction was not reported by all the museum

professionals regarding their significant experiences with are. An
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cquas number of respondents were frustrated or disappointed at first,
or actually hated the works they talked about at length, One curator
recounted her interaction with Jackson Pollock™s Number One as just

such an encounter:

1 was just indignant, furious. And my reaction was aen
strong- | really was quite convineed that this was ajoke. But
i was interesting enough tha § kept seeing itover time. and
by the time | had gone through part of college I was quite

- enthusiastic about itand ound ivvery exciting. (126)

Another respondent stressed that the positive ornegative aspect is un-

- o important: instead., its the spark that counts:

For a certain individual, there will be areaction in some way.
Either vou like 1t or vou don't. But you might be takenin by
something, iCs enough to hold vour interest and get von
rooted there for a while and start [vou| thinking about some
other things. places aou might be led to frony this starting

point. (103}
When she desceribed her own experience she detended herinitial dis-
- like of an artist's work:
When 1 tirst saw it Fhated it flsugh]and Tthought o myself,

“Hmm, that's interesting. Why dovou distike ie2™ 00 And

o thr's a4 good reaction to have. "Fo not like something, ics

areal reaction. And so [ ook that reaction and 1 brought my-

oelf—-1 remember going back to the gallery probabhy three
times during that visie to New York, and forcing myself o
: look at that work. And the more T looked. the more Tound,
the more | liked. and the more 1 wanted o see more of

that work. (103)

T The converse was sometimes trie as well: “Onee ina while T make a

— -'_:' bad mistake. Uve bought something | thought was beautiful, and

o
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then begin to see an emptiness in it that doesn't get better, it only

gets worse™ (134).

A numberof respondents believed that the intellect could interfere
with a significant interaction with a work of art. 'T'hey tended to em-
phasize the emotional dimension of experience over the inteltectual:
“lescems that. L the mostimportant thing is to be honest with vour
own fectings, to trust vour own feelings. So the first approach is with-
out any ideological background™ (1 10).

There were others, however, who saw these two dimensions as
complementary. One curator began by saving that viewing art used to
be merely an intellectually enriching experience for her. Yet as she
grew older her experiential range expanded and with it her emotional
range. She can now go back to her carlier experiences and feel ¢n-
riched both intetlectually and emotionallty:

Lam able to go back and translate. Tremember [that ] the tiest
tme Fsaw Yves Klein's work, itwas a very intellectirat thing,
But now T ean go back and transhate that experience, filter it
through what I know now and recall that experience and get
maore outofitjust throughmy ownmemory . .. by applving it

ta that greater range of emotion that 1feet [ have now. (1o6)

FMOTION ASTHE PRIMARY MODE - Although emotional reactions were
mentioned by nearly every respondent, some valued this aspect more
than any other. Tt can be said that for them the feelings art produced
were the central aspect of the aesthetie experience. One of these
people was quoted at the beginning of this section as saving that every
great work of art must have the power to produce an emotion in the
viewer. As he recounted his interactions with art the most frequent
teelings he described were awe and inspiration at the ability or genius
of an artist:

Truhy great works of ares no matter how familiar sou hecome

with them, never tait to mean something, How often have |
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picked up something like Rembrandt's Three Crosses? You
might do itautomatically once or ewice, and then you give it
alook again, and vou say, NIy God! .0 How did he? .
What? .. . How wonderful this 8! 000 Pyve alwavs fel
that, F've never articulated iteseept to vou. But b ehink that

that's truly what is rewarding. No matter what, (115)

Other respondents had a different conception of how works aftected
them emotionalty, For example. while the tirstindividual emphasized
the powerof the work of art to produce an emotion, another spoke of the
artist’s ability to portray feelings that she could share. “"We did an ex-
hibition of drawings by three Austrian artists. One of them had an abil-
ity to get down to the most primal teclings. and to portray those teetings
viaa line that I've never experienced. And that to me was wondertul to
five with™ (103). Still another was mostimpressed by the ability of the

work to evoke an awareness ot the emotional being of the artist:

Kicfer was not meaking art, was not making pictures, his work
came absolutely directhy and strongdy out of his whole being,
there was no artiice—vou don't feel, however beautiful. i
we may use that word, a painting might be. that ic is

contrived. (133)

When she was asked about why she wanted to own a particutar work,

the curator previoushy quoted responded:

[t hues me onosome emotional level its very personal. [ un-
derstand in avery profound way, more so than the nest one.
I think that it relates to some teeling states that Pve had
Along the wav, thatare in svnch. for sure, with what the artist
is trving to portray. And then, technically, they're handled
heautifully, color-wise thevre done L formatly thes're
done well, Soitall just falls in together, and vou think that’s
something that vou'd like o look at a lotin life, because

cvokes those feeling states that are pleasurable. (1o5)

BE.
Q o
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Finally, there was one respondent, with over twenty vears of ex-

perience. who described an encounter with a work that bespoke the

power of this dimension to affect one’s whole conception of art:

I remember standing there looking at that, and saving to my-
self, “Fhat's notart, T know what art is, art is composition
and order and structure, and art isn't all this melodrama and
stufi—this is all plaving on the emotions and this is deating
with subject matter and this isn't are.”™ And 1 sac there tora
while looking at it, and then T thought, “Wait & minute,
vou're very moved by this, vou're moved almost to tears by
this thing vou're looking at, and vou're standing here arguing
with yourself about whether ics art or not!™ Wello it itisn't
art, then vour definition of art is awtully narrow and is keep-
ing vou from some kinds of experience that obviously are im-
portant, so cither art isn't important as a category of experi-
ence, or else vour notion of whatartis is too limited, And I'm
sure 1t was the latter, So it was w kind of breakthrough ex-
perience where was foreed by something antamiliar to re-

vise my notions of what it was [ was dealing with. (4106)

There are of course many implications to be drawn from such a state-
ment. As we will see. this opening up of possibility is inherent in any
dimension, not just the emotional. However, this passage makes it
clear that the emotional dimension, like the pereeprual. lurks behind
every encounter with a work of art, and if one is open to e, itcan trans-
form the experience in important wavs.,

In summary, this scction has presented evidenee that the emo-
tional apprehension of a work of art constitutes a highly satient feature
of the overall aesthetic experience. Furthermore, the comments of
our respondents indicate that the emotional reactions to art objects are
not homogencous. We have seen that considerable variation exists
with respect to the positive or negative valence of feelings produced
and in the general level of intensity or excitation. We have also seen
that the quality of emotional response mav vary depending on how

much time is spent with the work. Lastly, it became evident that this
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variance of emotional response was refated to the interplay of affective
and intetlectual modes of construing the art object. At this point we
will turn to a direct consideration of the way in which the respondents

discussed che intellectual dimension of aesthetic appreciatien.

THE INTELLECTUAL DIMENSION

In the very structure of our cultural and academic institutions we tend
to distinguish the arts from the sciences and to assume that our rea-
sons for doing so stem trom the retative play of emotion and intellect
within them. Sophisticated members of cither realm. however tend
to recognize the broad overlap between the two disciplines and to ac-
knowledge that the two human capacities through which these dis-
ciplines have been ereated. emotion and intetlect, are not only com-
patible but perhaps in certain respects indistinguishable, Given the

structure of the modern muscum and the importance of art historical

scholarship within that world, itis not particularly surprising that g3

pereent of the musceum professionals made references to the intetlee-
tual or cognitive dimensions of the experience. Just over half saw the
intetlectual aspect as primary. Yet toa degree greater than was evident
in either the emotional or the pereeptual aspecets, the variability in the
uses to which this cognitive approach was put, in the extent to which
it constituted a process that was open-ended. and in the frequency
with which it was emploved, was remarkable.

The extent to which these intellectual processes plaved a part var-
ted greathy, Thus, while some respondents exclusively hmited their
discussion to aspects of the work that reflected their intetlectual un-
derstanding of i, others found such an approach to be sccondary.
cither in terms of the value they placed upon itorin terms of the order
in which they emploved it. One curator stressed the secondary im-

portance she placed upon intetlect by commenting:

Sometimes b think i gers m the sy, malb honesty, because
when vou see something and vou're immediately thrown

into thinking of parallels and dates and all that kind of thing,
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it stops vou from just having chis incredible reaction o itas

an object. (4o8)

Or, asanother put the same point, “Every svstem that vou laveron top
of it is removing something from the work™ (132). As noted in the pre-
ceding section, even those who gave a prominent place to the intel-
lectual experience often stressed the fact that cognitive processes
tended to come into plav for them only atter the work had made its
impact on a pereeptual, emotional, or even decidedly visceral level
T'he majority, however, telt that without knowledge, more was lost

in the eicounter than a kind of naivete could possibly provide:

Mavbeat's too strong i statement to say that people who are
totally untrained can’t have an aesthene experience. but
generally, T think developing knowledge of technique and
knowledge of the subject matter [is necessary]. For most
madern people, mythological subject matter is completely
lost. So they have very tew grounds upon wihich they re-
spond. [ suppose people can have a kind of visceral response
to a Gothic cathedral or the Sistine ceiling, But to proceed
trom that to a deeper understunding of technique, of the in-
tellecthehind the work of art, is for the most part learned. So
awe is a more general response. butto really have the object
hold for long periods of time, that's more a learned thing, You
only see whatvou are taught to see. You hanve to be taught to
seea certamn amount before vou can go from that and develop

amore sustained and ereative process of seeing. (317}

CLOSURE AND OPENNESS - Among those museum professionals who
placed retatively equal emphasis on the intellectat dimension. vast
differences in what we might call intellectual sevle were appurent.
Certain individuals, for example, emploved intellect in the serviee
ol achieving a kind of closure. while others used cognitive means to
open up works to more varied interpretations. Those curators who

were most concerned with closure seemed to stress the detiberate.
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problem-solving aspects of coming to terms with a work. of under-
standing it completely and thoroughly. while those at the other end of
the spectrum were enthralled by the number of new and unexpected
ideas and insights arising from the significant acsthetic encounter,

Some of the curators for whom closure plaved an important role de-
seribed what they sought from a work as meaning or understanding,
broadly construed: “Me reaction generally when I look at a work of
art probably depends on whether Tunderstand ic” (113). Others were
scarching for information far more specific than that which can be de-
scribed in terms of a generalized meaning or significance. “Its like
solving a problem.” another respondent noted. “an intellectual prob-
lem. Coming to a gratifving. operable solution™ (rog).

In such responses a desire is expressed “to get to the bottom™ of
something. to figure out a puzzle. a problem. a specific question. One
curator aptly referred to such a process as “sleuthing™ (108), another
as “cracking the code™ (re6). Whatever the rerm, iteonstitutes an ap-
proach to a work of art that aims at the discovery not only of an artst's
unexpressed meanings but of the work’s ovon history, its place in the
culture that produced it and its function. Just as one can sleuth out
seeret messages hidden in the work. so one van sleuth out a work’s his-
tory or nature. One curator. in discussing an Art Nouveau ewer. de-

seribed such a mission:

You can see that the object tells vou all about itself. [t's a
ewer form. its a pitcher. We know that it's made in a mold.
You can see the mold marks under here. there, and right
there, You can see it even coming through the glaze. When
ot think about what a pitcher is for, vou can see how [infef-
ficient and finjeticctive this would be as a pitcher. The Tipis
alt cudled up. Obviously it would pour in three different di-
rections if vou tried to pour amy thing. Soit's not meant to be
A pitcher to use in the conventional sense. Tt a cabinet
picce. a prece meant to beadecorstion, meant to he looked

at. Sa that stggeses that ivs not a comventional object. not
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mass-produced in the sense of pitchers of the porectain
works, There probably aren’t going to be lots of these

around. (10R)

T'he stress here is upon categorizing a work, attempting to attach a la-
bet to it to place it within a historical. art historical. or biographical
context. While such an accomplishment was often in the service ot de-

veloping a broader understanding or appreciation of a work, the sut-

isfactions that the completion of such a task held initself appeared to

be as various as thev were frequent. Some curators mentioned the im-
portance of such discoveries for the ficld as a whole, and even more

referred primarily to the cotlections with which they worked:

R: 1S extremely gratifving to get a beautitul object.

It I what wan as that gratitving?

R: Greed! Haugh] Phat's what vou soanr you wantie, and vou get it
It makes the cottection bever, the collection needs it (12

.
Others retished their experiences of mastery and accomplishment:
*It's conquering the object, having the power overit, not allowing the
artist to put something over on vou or keep a seeret from vou, In a cer-
tain sense. 1 hate to admitit, but there is the sense of power, in having
an insight, having information™ (1o4).

FFor some, steuthing after origins. meanings, or history was crucial
to their appreciation of the work as a whole, so much so thatif the ob-
ject did not raise such questions or problems. or vielded up the an-
swers too casily, the interaction with the work was thought to be a less

satisfving one:

A lot of picees that vou deal with are very straightforsard,
and vou get them into shape and vou don't find anvehing ex-
citing about them, but there are picces that have some sort
of challenge: fthey ] are the ones that stay in vour mind and

arce the most interesoing. (113)

However, attempts to gain intellecuual closure were not the onty

projects that engaged the intellectual resourees of the curators. Many
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stressed the importance of approaches leading to an appreciation of
the complexity, inexhaustibility, and possibility inherentin the works
rather than placing them within the bounds of one or another cate-
gory. One curator described great works as “bottomless™ (130), a sen-
timent echoed by many.

T'he following quotation itlustrates one instance of how digging tur-
ther into the history of a work can open it up, even, in this case

it is not patently a great work of art:

‘There was a sculpture that Twas working on called Hope
Nourishing Love. 10s a three-quarter marble sculpture of a fe-
male altegory of Hope nourishing Love, who's this little
winged putto hanging at her breast. so ic's the allegorical rep-
resentation of this, [Cs mid-cighteenth century, and it's real
froufrou. and I theught, “Eeew, Tdon'tlike this.” I thought
the proportions were a little serewy and this winged putto
was hanging in midair—how was he even attached to this
breast? It doesn't make any sense atall, ©just didn'e like it
ft is definitely part of this mid-cighteenth-century interest
in veiled allegories of seauality thats veiled into the loftier
ideals of hope, that tvpe of business, which 1 chink is a little
courtly game. Well, once 'd done a littde work on it and
understood a tittle hit more about the artist and the world
that he was working in, a world with Madame de Pompa-
dour. the lover of the king of France, Louis XV, What came
out was this very human story that she was his lover. and she
wasn't “putting out.” and he wasn't very happy with her. so
she was having allegorical representations made of her,
mavhe portraving her sesuality, but veiled definitels in the
lofticr ideals of hope and friendship. And | thought, “Gee,
this is great fun, it's like reading the Nattonal Faguirer.” 1t
wis human all of a sudden, and this object, it made ttreal to

me somehow, And 1 got to like it after Fdid work onit. (307)

Tt is clear that no hard-and-fast distinctions can be drawn between

stuch activities and the more closure-oriented, problem-solving modes

o
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.when
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discussed above. Indeed. in terms of the model developed in the
next chapter. it is obvious that a certain degree of closure constitutes
the foundation from which questions can be posed. possibilities
appreciated, and new clements discovered. Nevertheless, the impor-
tance placed upon the uses of intellect for such generative endeavors
varied from person to person, as did the procedures, goals, and satis-
fuctions involved.

Of the individuals who were oriented toward a scearch for new wavy
of thinking about particular works. some found their endeavors lead-
ing them to discoveraspects of tamiliar works that theyv would not have

appreciated or even noticed otherwise:

This Rembrandt fandscape drasing, justvers smalland vern
very delicate and very very retined and the aniest itle dots
and str()kz\ and bits of wash, and ids asmall drawing to begin
with, At firse | thoughe, “Geeo thats a very good drawing.”
and every time 1 locked at it for a long time atterswards, |
wottld see something more in e tat I hadn't seen betore,
some elementofsubtlen, some particular relationship ot the
torms ar the wany they e calenlated and worked out, the was
the Tight is managed. the way the wind is shosnand the was
the rees e aceenuuated, whatevero that T hadn’t com-
pletedy appreciated the asedme. Tewasn'o that [ started ous
thinking “Gee. this s nathing.” but | probably didn’t staie

out thinking “Gee. this is a great great drawing.”™ (410

In addition to noticing more in the work ieself there were other
open-ended approaches that stressed cither other wavs of Tooking
at the whole object or entireh different wavs of placing it in an intcel-

lectual contest:

Fihink the tist time Tsaw e [a Lice Roman brooch ], the im-
pactwas realiv greater, but now evers ame Feome back and
foak atit Esecrditlerenty, The st ame Tsasoit, D prababls
said to nselt VW hat's tus 7 And then D heean o analyze i,

the mdmdual elements, "What's that brown muaterial m the

b6
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middle? What's the gold® What's ine glass?™ But then ab-
stracted myself from that process of fooking at the individual
clements, and went back to seeing itas a whole, justas an ob-
jeet, focus my concentration on just the surprise or pleasure
that something like this has survived. and that it is unigque
and that it has expanded my knowledge. [ know ever .ime

[ see it [still have a very posigive response to it (413)

So it scemed to me that modern studies were simphy taking
on the necessary responsibility of approaching art just as Re-
naissance studies had done, which is to put them [the ob-
jeets] in the contextof meaning and form and history and pa-
tronage. Uhat evervthing that was applicable should be
learned. So that's why went off to do Matisse because el
there was a lot that wasn't underswod, There were a lot of
problems. “There were a ot of things that were either wrong
or just hadn't been dealt with at all that seemed to be very

critical. (103)

Several curators deseribed the fruits of their efforts not so much in

terms of the quantity of elements understood as in terms of the quality

of their interactions. T became aware of things in a much deeper and
more comprehensive way than T had before™ (1o3). one curator said,
deseribing a memorable experience with a work. Another described a
“return’ to an openness that he had somehow lost along the way. Al-
though the context and work are quite different. this passage deals
with very avant-garde twenticth-century work. Note the similarity in
form to the encounter in the previous seetion, where emotional impact

was the primary vehicle for opening up different kinds of response:

[ was very reluctant to open myself up to this stff initially.
Inaway Fwas kind of worn down overa couple of davs. 1 re-
alized though. that I was plaving it real safe inmy own mind.
I was saving, “Where's the representational art?™ and |
wasn't going to find it there, and 1 shouldn't have had the

mind-set thae [dd matiabis, And T tinally tound mvselfrealis
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enjoving it and really listening to the people who were talk-
ing about it. | really hadn't been giving it much attention,
but I finally realized the potencat of this opportunity T was
having. 1 realized that I can’t in good conscience sav that
there is any kind of art (other than cowboy art) that 1 don't
like, or don'tappreciate, or that [ can’tsee any sense in, or |
can't have a response to. And that ] just have to get out there
and imvolve myselt to the degree that ©ean, and form those
judgments, ask those questions. And now [ get a great deat
of enjoyment from that work. [t was casy tor me to sav that
what I work with is the best. Well, it was oniv best in that
I'm most famitiar with it. So T was kind of putin that position
where I was kind of re-turned-on to whatics all about. . . .
It kind of reopened that compartment in mv thinking, that

itisn'tall casy. that it shouldn’t be. (130)

Others cited the fact that their openness to alternative wavs of un-

derstanding works had brought home to them a sense of responsibilicy

for their own interpretations, allowing them to choose their accounts
of works from among a range of possibilities. "T'hey pereeived this re-
sponsibility as both a freedom and a source of risk, a reminder of the

fact chat their interpretations could be wrong:

I think that hike the quality of the verdict noebeingin, That
vou ook at it, and vou're entitled to yvour responses, and
there isn’tanvone out there telling vou this is going to be m-
portant and this is not. "There's a kind of open-endedness to

what's going on o the present that | like. €120)

Another respondent discussed the importance, and ditheuley, of com-

municating this aspect to the public:

I was talking about differcne metaphorical allusions that
could be made to the work. and somceone stopped me and
satd. s this what the work means?™ and 1 said, “Absolutels

not, this is ust what £ saving it incans. 1t is totalls up in
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the air and no one can ever tell vou what this work weans. 1
can justhint that there is meaning hereo and give illuserations
of possible meanings.” And she said, “Welll noone’s ever said
that to me before.”” She had just assumed that there was @
wany to do it and thae was that, And that it could be gotten

wrong somehow, (132)

Regardless of whether the respondents felt that this flexibility en-

hanced the breadeh or the depth of their understanding. their free-
dom or their responsibility, they often stressed the fact that such an
open-ended strategy made them aware of the vast if not limitless,
possibilities for understanding the contentand the context of works of
art. ‘They deseribed the realization of the inexhaustibiliey of individ-

ual works with cloquence and. often, with great passion:

Al those things make it interesting, hecatse vou have the
abject, and you read the object. and vou getinvolved in the
process, and vou oy to Rt into @ career, oF understand hiow
i fies inacareer. You have alarger social and intellectual con-
tent And ics partot traditions, and oh! Tonever ccases to be
fascinacing, . . . And that work is incredible—no one's ever

oing to Agure it all out, 1t's too great, (1o3)

So far we have examined approaches toart that could be termed in-
teltectual or cognitive in nature. without specifving the range of ma-
teriat constituting the content of their theughes, ideas, and discover-
ies. While all of the respondents made use of processes we would not
hesitate to term intellectual, there was no consensas as to which in-
tellectuat contexts were necessary for understanding or appreciating a
work, oreven whether these contents were always emploved inan ex-
clusively intettectuat manner, While some individuals approachecd the
objects in wavs that might best be deseribed as academic, others de-
veloped a broad understanding of a work chrough a sustained dizlogue
withit, The explicith commumicative aspects of their encounters witl
he discussed ina tater section, but here we will examine a mode of

interaction that secms to lic at the intersection of the purehy inteltee-




SO LHE ARLD-OF SEEING

tual and the communteative modes, This is the mode we reter to as
historical understanding. Tt groups together three of the most often
discussed aspects of the encounter: the appreciation of a work histor-

1cally, art historically, and biographically,

THE HISTORICALLY ORIFNTFD ENCOUNTFR - Although frequent allu-

stons to history were made by the museum professionals, the wavs in

which historical issues were woven into the tabric of their discussions

varied enormously. One of the greatest sources of variation was that of
the value of historical information: whereas some considered the his-
torical contextan essential part of their experience. others mentioned
the object’s Listorical context as an obstacle. The curator quoted at
the beginning of the previous section {1o3) who considers intetlectual
information excess baggage was stressing her need to understand the
object from her position i the present rather than coneerning herself
with the task of transtating across time. This person showed a clear
preference for work that has the capacity to speak to her directly, and
she tended to focus upon works with which she shared a sensibilicy,
She steessed her beliet that thase aspects of a work that give it sta-
s as a work of artare, it not timeless. at teast themselves not histor-
ically bound.

I'he majority of the musceum professionals (nearly three-quarters of
them) fetr that achieving an understanding of a picee’s place in the
cutture that produced it constitured an obstacle to a pure appreciation
of a work, but an obstacle worth surmounting. While the struggle to
understand a work's context oftered certain sutistactions. the power of
the tmeless message inherent in a work constituted the end tor which
listorical understanding was the means, N number of the curators la-
mented the general unwithingness of most people to attempt to un-

derstand a work in the contest of its own language:

Peaple look at things and don'teven ecognize what's theie,
Certainly, they recognize that there s acow and o farm-
house, i that's what itis, And so they see thatina sisteenth-

cer s panting, and they think they know all abone that
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without knowing what that might have symbolized. or how

that fit into the socicty, or how that was culturally significant
at that time. and how that tooked completely difterent—and
meant something different—to the sixteenth-century peas-
ant who might have had the chance to have seen the paint-
ing. But we have an immediate recognition. and we go, “Oh.
B -:-,_ that's a farmhouse. ‘That's a cow.”™ And we think we know

about it, and we feel very selt-satished. (112)

Perhaps the extreme version of the historical attitude is best repre-

sented in the following passage:

From an emotional point of view ic's very satisfying to know
that. first of all, vou are holding the past. basically. As Pre
alwavs said. 1 deal with dead people. Fdont want to know
about living artists. From a purely academic point of view,
it's much casier if they're dead because they can't tutk back
- to you. So. everything that Edeal with. the people who have
created it are gone. So this is what remains of them. Thes
might have descendants, but what | have is the physical
proot of their existence inmy hand. Notonly do you have an
aesthetie reaction to it, but you have a sort of just a human
reaction to it This is someone who once lived, and thes

made this, (4oy)

T'he social and cultural context in which a work was created is an in-
tegral part of it, one that cannot and should not be shghted in appre-

hending the work at a later time. As one respondent noted. ™ Fhe art

history is just as relevant. but for me, I chink the social history might

be even more so' (129)

T'he majority of those who discussed the historical aspeets of works

of art took this insistence one step further. For them, their encounter
e with the work is significant precisely because of the historical dimen-
“ qion imvolved. They valued the work's historicity for many difterent
reasons and in manv different wavs, but all began with the premise

that art was an integrative activity in which the acsthetic dimension

Q
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cither was not an end in itself or was in some sense inseparable from
other factors that could be discussed and appreciated independentty.

Some valued the work they discussed because of its power to evoke
a time or a cultural context that was attractive, alluring, or fascinating.
Several people spoke of valuing art for its ability to evoke the Havor of

an cra with which thev identified:

Actualty, T love the nincteenth century because ... it has
the romantic appeal of the past. its a very different kind of

. experience. My involvement in nincteenth-century art
history has a lot mere to do with a broad range of things. tfrom
reading the literature, to imagining vourself romantically
into the past. s like being a young girl in high school who's
a French major and wants to marry a French nobleman. T has
some of that same kind of romantic appeal, which is very

satistving, (123)

Aslightly different sentiment was expressed by those people whose
fascination with the work’s history was not so much based upon its
ability to evoke the atmosphere of an craas to ofter information from
the past that was considered valuable in its own right, above and be-
vond the viewer's immediate experience. fnsuch cases, the work of
art was considered an artifact, a tool o assist in the development of a
hody of knowledge in the service of which the object took on its sig-

nificance. \s onc individual putic

You can interact with a painting in the same way thatyoucan
interact with a document from the Florentine archives: you
¢in use it as a source of information about life in Traly in the
tifteenth century. And its valid and ics a worthw hile and im-
poraant and useful intelectual thing to do. 1 think there is o
difference though: the differenee between the archival doce-
nment and the painting, which is also an archival document
of 4 kind, s Jthat] the panting has the potental to jump the
gap of time and offer these Kinds of specral experiences that

to get trom the archival document vou'd have to look at

Q
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it in the same way that vou look at a sunset: in other words,
vou would have to become the artist, making it into art your-
self, (410)

Another respondentagreed, in that he valued the historicity of the ob-
jeet not merely for the aestheric reaction it created in him. but also
because of what such works had to teach him about history. In his
case, though, itwas not for the sake of historical knowledge per se that
the object’s testimony was vatlued. Rather, he looked to the relation-

ship between the object and its historical context to provide a model

for his own personal understanding and growth. Here, the develop-

ment of art became a model for and a microcosm of a particular per-
sonal mission. and hencee the lessons of history took on a specificatly
personal application:

I became more interested [in] ideas which were behind the
objects—ideology, theory. And then the object became alive
in a very different way. And today it is very much so that my
own personality is bcin;ir, developed through my interest in
history and trying to understand the historical de clopment
of certain social ideas, and specitically social reform move-
ments ... which today mukes sense again because you can
very much relate what's happening today to what happened

in 1goo. (110)

For some of the respondents, both of these processes were in-
volved. For them, there was a circular, almost hermencutic, process.
wherein the work offered some kev into the past, which led to a
rethinking of the context of the work, which in turn reopened the
work itself:

Fremember being just tremendously impressed by Claude
Lorrain. And because 1 had been thinking about the ques-
tion of installation and contest, T wits trving to think of those
pictures inaseventeenth-centuny content. How would these
mctures have been seen in the seventeenth century? 1w

saving, “Well, Tknow how Took at them, and 'm respond-
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ing in terms of form and color, and 'm sceing these against
a background of art history and all.™ But then T started think-
ing. “Well, gee. these works were never installed like this as
a monograph. Thev were alwavs there with dozens of other
works. People would have o few of these things rather than
a lot of them.” And when T began to think of them in those
terms, to me. the works came alive in @ curious sort of way.

Ios a. .. ifs 4 hard process to deseribe. (127)

A number of the above quotations highlight the fact chat most re-
spondents concerned with the historical contextof the object coneep-
tualized this context in terms of the broad sweep of an era rather than
in terms of the narrower arena of art history in particular. When they
did make specific reference to the work's cultural or artistic context,
thev often did so by way of the assumption thac history in general was
at least representable by the histery of culture, or else was not distin-
guishable from aesthetic history along any firm lines. Some individ-
wals. however, dic stress the object's ability to represent the pinnacle

of a particular art nistorical style or period:

This picee is just terrifving. The Kouros is somchow ap-
proachable. and this picce is one of these things that vou
redlly feel like vou have to stand a distance away to really be-
win o take in what vou're tooking at. IS Tike Tooking a the
Parthenon seulprure. This was ereated insuch a short period
of time. and for just that period of time. they were able to

bring together evervehing, (o)

Such observations are reminders that an art capable of embodying
A given setof values, consentions, or technigues also is able to prop-
agate or to transform those values and conventions and to make its
mark within both the world of artand the larger society, Tuis this trans-
formational aspect of the work of art that scems, at feast for a number
of the people we interviewed. to stimulate the historical aspect of the
aesthetic encounter,

In conjunction with a concern with cither the procession of history

Prmrmimmee] g . S
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in general or the partially independent trajectory of art history in par-
ticular is the concern with the personal history of the artist. While chis
aspect shares many features with the previously discussed forms of
the historically oriented encounter. it is also distinet enough to war-
rant separate discussion.

Just as no clear line could be drawn between historical and art his-
torical considerations, so too no firm boundary separates the artist's
personal history from the influence of his or her cultural milicu. In-
deed. many muscum professionals valued an artist's work precisely
because of the artist's ability to actas an interpreter of a given time or
social elimate:

{"The painting] cvoked an interesting sense of that culture
throngh a more sophisticated. educated individual. . . . 1
thinkit's thatability of artists to refay theirown personal expe-
ricnees, ortorelay, through theirexperience, some more gen-
cral stand as an example or a part of socicty—contemporary,
or humanity over a longer period of time or forever—w hich |

makes the most compelting and important work, (112)

In aslightly different vein, one respondent stressed not simply the art-
ist's ability to be a skillful, refined. or insightful spokesperson for the
1ssues of an age but stressed the artist's capacity to transform current
social and historical ideas into a cohesive and innovative system. In
this case. the artist was admired as much for breadth of involvement

and integrative skitls as for a sensitivity to the issues of the time:

Artchat § personally respond to .. tends to be things that
are vistal representations, but have behind them a lot of
conceptual and political and intellectual activits, And v
the visual representations are reatly signposts to this beau-
tiful machine that has been constructed that is unique on the
cirth and 1s not just a rehashing of visual elements but s
teally a new thought machime that an artist, through visual
means and combining his eyes with his pereeptions, has

created. (rtom
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While several respondents noted these relations of the artist to his-

: tory, ethers found the work to be significant within the context of the
artist's own set of values and desires. that is. his or her intentions.

Some indicated that their appreciation of works of art was enhanced

—| when they sensed the artist's mission and the decisions that were
made to create it. One curator spoke at length about how a knowledge

— of the artist’s thought processes allowed her to see a whole new di-
= mension in the object; her valuation ot the work was at feast parthy a

- function of her understanding of the creative process itselt:

= As vou see that much of someonce’s work, vou can see what
= they keep and what they leave outas they progress from one

work to the other, And so, ina wav, vou learn about the pro-

cess of selection, and vou learn about what becomes very
tiresome. | supposc in that wav, icwas learning about what
vou envision the artist's process to be. from what they wold

- vou about it (125)

: For some, the intention of the artist represented not only the key to

— particular works but to the aesthetic experience itself:

1 think the fiest issue is what was the aesthetic experience
that was intended? Sce. all experiences aren’'t equally valid,
and 1 think as the example of the Van Meegerens and the
— Vermeers pointed out. no matter whether we think we have
independent acsthetic experiences or not, we don’t. And it's

important o know what Vermeer intended. it's important to
- know what Van Mcecgeren imended. T vou don't know that,
- then Tdon't think vou'll getan honest reading of whatvou'ie .
looking at. And for that reason I think it is important to un-
derstand the context, the purpose, why aperson used a pen

- as opposed 1o a picee of chall, and all of that. (310

Many others, however, downplaved the issue of intention, and one
person went so far as to suggest that such information was irrelevant

for her approach:

Q
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Can things take on meaning that transcends individual in-
tention? Ultimately, that's what art should do. and that's
what art history teaches vou. You also ask the guestion:
“What does the artist, what did the artist intend?™ Very
often vou can't reconstruet that for past cras. Evenifvou can,
vouoften discard, or take with a grain of salt, what the artist’s
original intention was, becuuse a good art object . . . has to
mean new things, it takes on new meaning wich cach

generation. (123)

Emphasis here is placed upon the possibilities for interpretation that
can be opened up to those who are willing to discard the sometimes
rigid parameters to which a search after intentions can often be re-
duced—an idea to which we witl turn in a tater chaprer. Nevertheless,
some of the testimony suggests that an approach taking into account
the intentions of the artist can vield interpretive insights,

Most of the reterences to a particularartist focused not upon the art-
ist's intentions or thoughts about the works but upon his or her biog-
raphy as the source for a meaningful context against which a given
work could be better understood: “You become involved in the quirks
and the overniding concerns of a greac genius; its very exciting™ (126).
Interviewees who shared this orientation were interested ina given
object because of the appearance in the work of aspects of the artist's

personality, or because of its ability to give them insight into the art-

ist's life story, Ininstances such as these, creative activity represented

one clement within a farger narrative. Interestingly, this tvpe of in-
teraction was not only evoked by representational works but by the

works of the grear abstract painters as well:

It vou stand in that room upstairs with the Pollock and the
de Kooning and the Rothko, and you think about the fact
that all those people knew cach other, had dinner together,
drank together, and believed that cach work of art was the
expression of ther own independent personalicn—ou look

at those pictures and they don'tany of them look alike, none
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of them has e any subject matter. and yet. you geti sense of

personality. (120)

At times. the emphasis was placed on outside knowledge ot a given
artist’s concerns and character or on a facility in reading the more ob-
scure iconography presentin certain works. In the following extended
passage. we see quite clearly how a dialectic develops between the
pereeptual and iconographic aspects of the work. and the iﬁsights this

curator derived froim knowledge of this particular artist's biography:

I'he first thing that appeated to me was the figural style. the
strange pose of the man, who is Stanley Spencer, ceurting
Hilda, his first wife, T knew trom the tide that ic bad to do
with Stanley Spencer and Hilda, butagain, the rather cecen-
tric fguration, the compacting of the space. the fact thatit's
all chock-full of objeces and bric-a-brac and these Titde an-
ciltary figures laroused] my cariosity about what s all
about. Why he's down on his knees to herowhan exacthy he's
offering or proposing. Tt fooks like o marriage proposal. but
that doesw e quite wark cither. since they were married inthe
carly twenties, and this is a painting from 1934, \nd then
there's this curious present. in addition to the Howers, that
e seems to be oftering her which tooks a bic ke a weddimg
dress, .. Asittums out what the picture is, realby s aree-
ollection of Stantes Spencer’s. They matried in the carly
twenties and remained together for ten oz twehve years. And
then divoreed and he married somceone else As 1t happens,
however, he always remained, ac leastin his mind, married
o Hilda, "U'he other marnage didn'ework ous. - Socallof
that 1 think made 1€ ncher and fulter as a4 consequence of

knowing that. (122)

Some curators even supplicd for themselves the details necessary to

make a biographical reading possihle:

R: So. Pmadwass artracted to pamunges that tell stores.
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- R: “Then I'make one up. [Laugh] T make one up. Aot of times
it has to do with the artist's biography, Why was he inter-

ested in this particular image at this ime? (rog)

Some of the respondents recounted instances in which they be-

came acquainted with a living artist before they developed a famil- ;
arity or svmpathy with the artist’s work. In these cases their interest
in the fives, personalities, or potentialities of the artists came first

and provided a ground for their later acsthetic interests, or their ap-

preciation for a given body of work was enhanced by personal contact
. with the artist.

Such mentions of the artist stand in contrast to discussions by those

who looked to the biographical elements in the work per se in order
to learn about the artist’s life and to evolve a richer understanding of
_ the work. Some of those people who expressed a particular interest in

the biographical aspects of artistic production went so far as to suggest

that they found it necessary to view a given object in biographical

terms in order to sustain an interest in it. "Fhe curator quoted betow
was most interested in observing the myriad wavs in which artists por-
tray themselves—their thoughts, emotions, and histories—through

the visual ares. "Fhis task, she notes, constitutes a challenge:

There is a tot of masking that goes on. evasive wacties taken

by artists who want only to deal with theirwork on the formal

level T don't kinow if thevre atraid of bemg discovered, or
N afraid of exposing themselves to eriticism. but they tend not

to talk about their works, "They like to talk about paint ap-

-l phication and scale—and things like that don't interest me at
ally ics avery safe was of discussing a picture. vou're not ex-
. posing or attempting to expose any thing about the artise, |

see ttas adead end. A real dead-end kind of approach, (iog)

- T'he resutt of mecting this challenge is an increased knowledge not
only of an artist’s tife but of the complex patterns of disguise and dis-
tortion that act upon personal experience as itis transhated into an ar-

tistic work. "The insights dhus gained bear upon the understanding of
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the artist’s personality, either in its own right or as a medel of human
character. Here, aesthetic eriteria are of secondary importance and are

viewed as the means through which the artist's personal concerns are

expressed. The viewer's ultimate task is to understand the painting

in its role as a manifestation of the artist’s psvehe.

In the above instance. and in many others, biographicat elements
were presumed to be represented in some form in the work itself, and
the curator’s job was to discover them, and. through them, the mean-
ing of the work, “T'he artist's life is seen primarily as a resource to be
usced in understanding the work. Here, the intermingling of the var-
tous approaches is evident. Another curator deseribed a process that
is virtually the mirror image of this one, in which the work helped to
develop an understanding of the lite. "The latter approach constitutes
perhaps the most truly biographical one, for the work's content is con-
sidered to be secondary to the facts that the artist painted it at a cer-
tain time and place and thatundertaking such a task had a given effect

upon the course of his or her life:

I think of that wondertul letter he [Vineent van Gogh | wrote
to his brother, He is in the hospital, he savs, ook out of
ny window and ©see this hetd with this tree i the nuddle
ofit, I'm doing a few draw ings of that scene that U see,”™ And
then vou think of the artist in the hospital, You think of this,
vou think of the hot sun pouring on that ficld, And all those

things comce together, Tois a masterhy work of art, (115)

This passage reveals that the respondent’s primary interest is van
Gogh's life and struggle to ereate art, which the work under discussion
powertully illustrates. Teis the artist himselt who matters here, who
moves the curator to speak. Yet his appreciation of the works need not
stop at the biographical level. In this case, the poignancey of the artist’s
life, as he looks out the window from his hospital bed. only enriches
aviewing of the work.,

The two approaches—-scarching for manitestations of the artist in
the work and scarching for the impact of the work upon the artist- ¢an

of course be undertaken independendy, although thes seem to ofter
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the richest understanding when seen as two sides of the same coin.
Yet not all the museum professionals found these biographical dimen-
sions to be important; indeed, one lamented the case with which such
approaches could be exploited for ends antagonistic to that of acs-
thetic understanding:

Muscums continue to perpetuate mythology, they tend to
hvpe evervthing, So the artist is incredibly mad orineredibly
gifted or the most influential or the friend of popes and kings.
And in the process. people tend to myvthologize the artist,
Again, it's a mixing up of the two ditferent kinds of experi-

encees. And they can’t see the painting for the artist. (112)

T'his curator’s cautionary insight is well taken. Nevertheless, the re-

spondents interviewed—herself included—have discovered numerous

wavs to turn the biographical context into a source of insight not onty

as an end initself but as a tool to enhance aesthetic appreciation.

CONNVUNTCATION AS A DIMENSION OF
THE AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE

Many of the respondents, reflecting on the events that ook place
when they encountered a work of art, described itas a process of com-
munication. For example, one curator tried to emphasize the differ-
ence between the instantancous reaciions he had to specific aspects
of a work and the continual exchange of thoughts and feelings that
oceurred over time upon exposure to the work. He summed this up
by saving, “1t's not just a blast, it's a didlogue™ (115). He brought
semething to the work just as the work brought something to him.
Another curator made the same point: At feast in my experience it
isn't just this object that sits there, but it does have something to give
tosou” (1o1),

Communication with a work of art is. of course, often a multidi-
mensional experience, one that integrates the visual with the emo-

tional and the intetlectual:
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I base things on what communication comes from the picee.
whether it really communicates o me, whether there's @
feeling coming from the picee. And that’s very dithcult o ex-
plain. ics just your eye really thattelis you. Youreye tells vou
what vou feel about a picce and thut determines the value

vou puton that picce. 1Cs avery personal choice. (134)

For some curators the inabitity to establish this Kind of rapport with
1 work made the encounter challenging. and therefore significant.
When ene woran felt that an artist was denving information, she fele
the artist meant to do this. which for her reopened the lines of com-
munication and she could reestablish rapport with the work. "T'he dia-
togues that were deseribed most often fell into three gweneral cate-
gories: communication with an cra or culture: communication with an
artist: and communication within the viewer. Even when respondents
did not explicithy refer to the process of communication or dialoguce.
most of them used metaphors such as “the work spoke to me. ireedls
me about . . . oreven Tthe museum absolutely sang to me.” "There
were also many instances of referring to the intention of the artist by
saving, “he was trying to make a statement about. . S he preva-
tence of this metaphorical language throughout the interviews indi-
cates that the process of communication is an important pat of the
aesthetic experience.

Two modes of communication with an eraor culture were distin-
guishable: one emphasized the differences between the past and the
present. while the other emphasized the continuities, "he first mode
is exemplificd by a woman in tatking about her reaction to the “fe-
maleness™ of cighteenth-century art and the communication that

takes place between herselfand the artist:

“I'he nineteenth century isavers male century,and Fwasre-
spondimg o the femaleness of the cighteenth centuiy S0
what we pshe and amate colleague] were hehung about hud
nothme to do with the works ol art reathv excepe that there
were cettain things there that were in the work, swhich pre-

amuably were in the mind of the painter as wells Fet’s as-
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sume that the picture is an expression of him, as vour re-
sponse to 0t 1 an expression of vourselt . . and there's a

kind of conversation through the ages. (1209

In this case an era or culture was embodied by a particular artist. As

her claborations later in the interview made clear, her “conversation™
with this artist made it possible for her to span the real time that sc.:p-
arated them. This particular curator used the communicative process
inorder to appreciate eras that were very difterent from her ewn. and
perhaps italso enabled her to see the present erain a new hght.

While- the ditticulties of communicating across the boundaries of
thime are evident when considering the differences between certain
cras, otheraspects of communication across the ages are based on sim-
ifarities, whether of svmbolic intention and usage or on the simple
facts of its humaniey;

Tt is such a dynamic portrait that vou know that that man
really existed. vou know thac thisis his likeness, "Uhe artises
work in cutting the dic was 50 fine and so sensitive. vou can
see the contours of the face so well. You atmost feel the por-
trait breathe, the man is there and vou'd love to be able to

put it on show for people 1o see. (420)

Similaritics at the symbolic level were emphasized by those respon-
dents who used mythological stories as vehicles of communication.
One person sustained a dialogue through the ages by investigating
and interpreting an artist's use of a particular iconography. Her knowl-
edge of mythology, iconography, and a specitic artist's biography al-
lowed her to ereace stories that communicate the intentions of the art-
ist (though the artist may have existed inanother era, Her story telling
links together ssmbols from various cuttures inan ¢fforr to maintain a
dialogue across the centuries, For this curator, an apple took on not
only those meanings we aseribe to it today but signiticances that have
Seen feft behind by even the most distant cultures: “You know. an art-

ist takes anapple and paints it hecause its round and its a volume and
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it's red. and all that. No. Apples. too, have meaning, you know. And,
since Genesis [laugh], ics rue™ (123). .

The second kind of dialogue did not necessarily cross the bound-
aries of time. butitdid cross the boundaries of space. Several curators
who described their interactions with modern vorks emphasized the
- ’ sharing of teeling states or an understanding of an artist’s work that
- could be achieved only through the process of communication. One

woman described “the jov of sharing an experience . . . sharing some

teeling states that have to be. that just have to be similar. But it's en-
-7 rering into communication with an artist and being there together in

some wav. 1Cs wonderful!™ (ros). For her.as for many others, sharing

did not always happen instantancously. In fact, it was a challenge that

required a lot of work,

The chablenge is to communicate, to put yoursellin front of

awork of artyou've never seen before, and ics work. it's alot
of work to be able to enterinto adiadogue wich the arost, and
to ferret out those things that vou think that the artist s
speaking about, and trvimg to get out to the public. and to
know that yvou have some suceess in that via chis diatogue,

— - isvens rewarding, (1os)

A Another person who talked about communication was fess con-

cerned with the rewards and challenges of understanding a work. She
described thl process as one of “finding a soul I could communicate

with in a world where people are so very difterent. and ic's difficult to

feel totally comfortable with very many people™ (106). "This woman

was more interested in the qualiny of the dialoguc,

It is an enperience of finding something that Fean respond to

2ty most profound fevel, as whuman being, Andics always
the guediry o the communication rather than what is being
satd, because, often, what s bewg sad s reathy difterent.
But the most direet quatity of commumication that this per-
son has. cither throngh tuck or skilt or intelligence or what-

cver -4 combmation of all those things —munaged to embed
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himselt or herself into an object or a structure or work of art,
to the extent that he is, he has divided himself into a person

and a network of art. (106)

Certain people responded to works of art without viewing the artist
as mediator. For some of them the most important aspect of encoun-
tering an object was relating to the world that was portraved bv the
artist rather than to the fact that a particutar artist was making a state-
ment. In these cases the artist's intentions were bypassed as the work

was viewed as a reality that could pull you inside:

{"This still life is] justa wonderful painting, vou can taste the
ovsters, you can smell the femons, see that that cel is prob-
ably just right out of the river. You can get 4 sense of that
kind of a metallic, coppery taste of ovsters, Iesaverny, well,

L guess it's a sensual painting (133)

One woman was fascinated by e possibility of substituting one
reahity foranother. Another spoke of using paintings “to dream with.”
A third spoke of Edward Hopper's painting Nighthawss: 1 want to
know what those people are doing next: T want to know where they
came from and where they're going™ (1200, Aranother point the same
woman stated that certain works make her teel that she would like to
inhabit the world depicted. These three respondents seem to be
viewing the work of are, at least partially, as a vehicle for stimulating
fantasy and imagination.

Others experienced a twotold process in which they allowed the ob-
jecttostimulate theirimagination but then reflected upon themscelves
as viewers. For example. one woman deseribed her reaction to Cindy
Sherman's photography by simulating the internal dialogue that took
place as she viewed the work. This woman wondered. “What is she.
what is she doing? What is she about? Butalso, How am 12 What's mw
relationship to this? What role do T play as a viewer in this?™ (ro=).

Such selt-conscious reflection was also deseribed by aman who saw

his interactions with works of art as important to the development of

his personality, Interacting with art had become tor him a means of
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questioning himselt and his surroundings in order to obtain a greater
understanding of different vatues. Here he describes this process of

- self-definition:

I'm going more and more away from buving in a way. I'm

more and more interested, for example. in showing, m re-

lating different objects to cach other so that you can un<er-

stand an object by fooking at the samce object in different
— [contexts]. . . . incheapiexpensive, in good tastes/bud taste.,

fun/not tun. So. and through making that clear te a person.

those different values .. L this person starts getting to know
— things about, . .. rhemsclhves, beaause you're evatuating

vourself—ulso vou're defining vourselt, (o)

Tt was also possible for works of art to stimulate the process of rem-

iniscence or visual association. Although this type of experience was

= not reported frequently, itwas a very important mode of experiencing
for at teast four ot the respondents. Specitic colors:shapes. or seenes
coutd evoke cerrin feelings in them that were associated with men-
orable experiences. They were able to bring these associations into
the dialogre they had with a work of art. thereby enriching their ap-

— prehension of the work.

I'he feeling when vou sec that first robin i the show, sitting
in that haw thorn tree. the feeling of hope that might be gen-
crated by some titde aream some painting juse by the colors it
might have. . .. Now it I stood in front of that painting,
might remember some sensationof thatjoy that Heltarsecing
that tree of that color. But as Inving indnviduaals we have so
mamy expetiences, so our possibilities, outr potential. is so
greatfor huay ing those feelings. You hnow. the vocabulary isin
= there. the visuabvoeabulary, orthe sensots socabulars, Prae-

- tealis . vor would almost think withovtend. hmm? trag)

The dialogue this woman just deseribed does not take place ata
verbal tevel, although she did tind words for it Throughout the inter-

view she emphasized that her world was wedswad world and her means
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of communication was the visual/sensory vocabulary that she had de-
veloped in her litetime. This sense of a visual. explicitly nonverbal.
interaction with works of art was most forcefully stated by another

interviewee:

There is a certain danger in being too articulate about these
things, which may have a certain satistaction to itatt of iesetf
and may remose the art experience. the aesthetic response.,
from what the reat acsthetic response is. which is. of course,

silent. It has nothing to do with words atall, (120

ror a few respondents the process of visually experiencing a
work of art led to a heightened awareness sometimes described as a

loss of sclf or transportation outside the self. However, these people

did not report being transported into the captivating reality depicted

within the work as was the case with the woman who wanted to
enter the world of Hopper's Nighthawds. “\Where™ they went is difh-
cult to derermine. Perhaps it is best to let them speak for themselves
on this point:

Pthink st absorbs, itinvolves alt of the senses in a unifving

manner, Artis primarily visual, but it heightens vour sense
of the other, the outside. the thing experienced, and in the
process, heightens vour awareness of vourself, and even
though vou're being tully absorbed and transported by an
object pereeived by the senses, vou're losing vourselt at the

same time vou become vonrself, (123)

The loss of self desceribed by this curator was expressed in difterent
terms by one who spoke of being put on “a planc above things.” where

a work of art could give him “a sense of the absolute.™ Only great

works of art could convinee him in this way, however:

There are fattists] who seem to tase the experience 1o some
kind of--welll TIEuse the waord --spiritual [realm]. 'm not
ashamed of it. Some kind of spuitual [realm]. so that there

15 conviction in what they depict, whether it be Landscape,
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mythology, gods, goddesses. heroes. 10 juse like Wagner

there are some times, especially during bad perfor-
mances. vou think “Oh. oh. oh. how sitly e atl ooks.™ . .
and then vou realize that these are gods, beroes. and he has,
somehow his genius has surpassed all that funpy make-
helicve and so furth and has reached this plane. Teconvinees

vou. Yes, this is the realm of spiritand conviction. (115)

The feeling of transcendence was also mentioned in relation to
works that could completely engross the viewer. One curator relates
that the sense of transport she feels with art parallels her experiences
in nature. She contrasts works that can be intetlectually, emotionally,

e and culturally interesting with works that have the quality of provid-

ing that transcendence to another level,

Fknow that Lam commicted to artas much as Tam.and Fap-
preciate good art works because | putitin this context of
- something transcendent. although thad’s impossible to de-
seribe. Tt does have to do with this atirmation of a higherex-

perience. or a nigh order. Thats Wl Fean sas. (r23)

It is difficult to sav wheiher the “high order™ this woman speaks of
is the same as the carlier “realm of spirit and conviction.™ Athough
- one curator does not mention where this transcendent experience

. takes him. he is quite sure thatitis out of the realm of evervday lite:

h

Very great objects give one asort of @ transeendent experi-

ence. Tt takes vou out of the realm of evervday life. You lose

the sense of where vou are and become absorbed in the ob- -

- jeet. When that happens, whether i's theater, or looking at \
: art pictares. or reading a beautiful prece of prose. it moves
vou and transcends you. Tthink that's part of what artis. 1S

not common experience, it doeswt happen that often, birtie

doces happen with rerulanty. Crog)

These transcendent or outside-of-self experiences were not re-

ported by every respondent. ‘They were reported only by those people

Q .
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who talked about very great works ot art. Others explicitly stated that
they never had experiences of a transcendent quality. These experi-

ences must therefore be contrasted with another view of art thatis en-

capsulated by the following passage:

I don't think that T have religious experiences in front of
works of art very much. I get very excited about things, but
what I've found is that when vou know a neld. or know a
group of objects, and have a certain interestin them. and one
that vou don't know comes along. that's really good. that's
exciting, Tosce itfor the first time and to know it for the tirst
time extends vour picture of possibilities within agiven me-
dium, ora way of making objects, or whatever. But then once
vourse incorporated that, it becomes part of vour knowledge
of the ficld, not that it's going to get worse as a work of art in
vour mind, butit mavbe isn't going to be as exciting. 1 think
this is a constant experience that I have or that any cura-

tor has. (302)

A middle ground between these two views is expressed by the tol-
fowing respondent. indicating that the two mav not be utterly
irrcconcilable:

The art world is not an worv-tower world. T mean there's
nothing in the art world that isn't somchow a retlection or g
variation on what people consider o be the real world--
politics and whatnor, So ics no escape. ICs justa. . L ehink
avery ...ty essentialhy a positive way of focusing on the

world, (103)

T'he conununicative aspects of the aesthetic experience have thus
come full cirele. We began with communication across the boundaries
of time. from cra to era orculture to culture, From there we looked at
communication across interpersonal boundaries, that is, from artist to
vieweror vice versa. Communication within personal boundaries took
us into the minds of the viewers as they contemplated fantasy, past

experiencees, or their own development through time, Finally, we

G




THE MAJOR DIMENSIONS T

concluded with the transcendent experience, which is as much an im-
mersion of the self as itis a loss of the self in an ageless, perhaps time-
less, reatm of the absolute. _

Atiteral-minded positivist critic might object that none of these ex-
periences actually involves real communication, since they all take
place only in the minds of viewers as they focus attention on the art
object. But the fact that this interaction is purely intrapsychic does
not make itany less real. That such experiences do exist provides con-
vineing evidence for the capacity of human consciousness to tran-
scend the limitations imposed upon it by objective conditions. With
the help of information, imagination, and empathy, the viewercan in
fact share the dreams, the emotions, and the ideas that artists of dif-

ferent times and places have encoded in their work.

SUANMVEARY

A welter of differing, complementary, and sometimes contradictory
views on the acesthetic experience has been presented in this chapter,
and that is as should be. Qur attempt has not been to pigeonhole the
exact nature of the aesthetie encounter but to point out some of the
consistencies within the variation and to describe the crucial dimen-
Jions along which these encounters seem to vary. In the following

chapter we briefly explore our findings a bit further, attempting to test

this conception against a somewhat broader population.
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CHAPTER 3

A Quantitative Analysis
of the Aesthetic Experience

- Bl
1 HE INTERVEEWS with museum professionals provide support for the
) theory that the acsthetic experience s« specific form of that more
general enjoy ment people report when they become deeply involved
with opportunitics for using their skills—be they sensory, intellectual,
physical. or emotional in nuature. Like other kinds of flow experi-
ences. encounters with works of art present feasible goals which can
be reached by using and refining pereeptual skills, a wide range of
knowledge. and emotional sensitivity. ‘T'he application of these skilts
to the challenges presented by the work of art results in a deep in-
volvement in the transaction, which leaves the viewer in a state that
is experienced as autotelie—that is, intrinsicatly rewarding.

In these respeets what one feels when looking ata work of artis sim-

ilar to the experience of a tennis player plaving in a close mateh, a

chess plaver competing in a tournament, orasurgeon performing a dif-
ficult operation. The specitic aspects that differentiate the aesthetic
experience from these other forms of How include the obvious char-

acteristics of the form of works of art—that is the visual dimension—

and perhaps more important, the fact that works of artserve as bridges
for the communication of deeply felt experiences from artist to audi-
ence. from culture to cutture, and from one historical period to fater

ones. ‘These elements are unique to the aesthetic encounter and dif-

ferentiate it from other enjovable experiences.
The mieriews suggested the unigue qualits of the aesthetic ex-
perience, but we wished to have more casily guantifiable data con-

ceming the similarity between the aesthetic experience and other
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forms of low. This would allow us to answer such questions as: Do the
majority of experts in aestheties—here represented by museum
professionals—actually recognize these structural similarities with the
flow experience? Do they report that the challenges of the work of art
are important, that the use of their skills is important, that setting
goals and getting feedback are integral clements of the aesthetic en-
counter? And are there differences among experts in this respect. dif-
ferences attributable to their age, sex, previous training, or present
professional specialty within the field? Only by collecting more svs-
tematic information from a sample of muscum professionals could

such questions be answered.

THE PROCEDURES OF THE STUIN

sampit - The muscum protessionals who had participated in the
previous interviews, as well as a number of others not involved in the
initial studies, were contacted and sent a short questionnaire which
they were asked to complete and return by mail. A total of fifty-two
questionnaires were returned. constituting 62 pereent of the target
population.

In order to find out whether various characteristics of the respon-
dentinfluenced how he or she responded to the questionnaire., the

totlowing background variables were taken into account:

Sex: so pereent males, 5o pereent females:

Age The sample was divided in four approximately equal groups:

twelve respondents under thirty-four vears of age: thirteen between
thirty-five and chirty-cight vears of age: thirteen between thirev-nine

and forty-five vears of age: and fourteen over fortv-six vears of age:

Lewe of education: "Twelve respondents had o BoA. degree or less:
twenty-four had an ML or s cquivalent: and sixeeen had doctoral

degrees:

lcwdemic fickds: Respondents were educated as follows: ten were

trained in fine arts, thirey-five inarthistory, and seven in other ficlds:
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Fxperience: 25 percent had been working in the museum field for less
than five vears; 2= percent between six and ten vears: 2= percent be-
tween eleven and seventeen vears: and 21 percent for over cighteen

vears:

Current field of specialization: Historical art (in this case broadly defined
as extending to the mid-nineteenth century) for twenty-three respon-
dents. modern or American art for cleven respondents. and other
ficlds for cighteen respondents: this last group included curators of

photography as well as professionals in the education departments of
the various institutions:

Positions: "The respondents occupied the following positions: fifteen
non-curatorial staff (generally in education departments): cighteen as-
sistant curators: thirteen curators: three assistant directors: three

directors;

Fnstitutions: At the time of the survey. twenty respondents worked at
the Are Institute of Chicago. twentv-one ar the J. Paul Getty Musceum
in Malibu, and eleven in various other sinaller museums in the Chi-

cago area or as curators of corporate art collections.

Given these characteristics, the sample seems to be reasonably rep-
resentative of experts working in the museum ficld. To was important
to get a broad representation in terms of such variables as age. sex,
education. and occupation in order to answer the uestion as to
whether the aeschetic experience is reported in sinibar terms by ex-

perrs regardless of their background and specialey. or whether the

structure of the experience varies according to perspectives condi-

tioned by background variables.

IastRUMENT - The questionnaire consisted of three pares (see \p-
pendin By, Part A simph asked for respondents” backgrounds and
current protessional tesponsibihines, Part Bincluded fitteen items de-
seribing different dimensions of the aesthetic experience. Respon-

dents were asked to indicate whether, on the basis of their own ex-
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perience. cach item was “never true,” “sometimes true,” or Calways
true.” on a 1- to s-point scale (1 equaled “never true” 5 alwavs
true™). Part Casked respondents to indicate whether they agreed or
disagreed. on a 6-point scale (6 indicating the most agreement), with
seventeen items concerning “opinions about art.”

The items constituting parts B and C of the questionnaire were de-
rived largely from the interviews reported carlier. ‘T'hev were in-
tended to tap as broadly as possible the structure of the aesthetic ex-
perience (in part B), and in part C the various approaches to works of
art, namely the perceprual, the cognitive, the emotional, and the
communicative approaches, which had emerged as important from

the analysis of the interviews,

FHE STRUCTURE OF FHE AESTHEVIC EXPERIENCE

When the answers to part B of the questionnaire were analyzed. it be-
came obvious that the respondents endorsed very strongly those
items that reflected the similarity between the aesthetic experience
and How. "The importance of challenges and skills, of clear goals and
teedback. of transcendence of the self in the encounter with works of
art was gencrally recognized. In terms of the dimensions of experi-
ence, it was nnanimousty agreed that the aesthetic transaction in-
cluded at Teast three of the four main elements: feelings, visual pro-
cesses, and factual knowledge, The importance ot communication
was notas widely endorsed. perhaps in part because of the poor word-
ing of the item.

The unanimity wineng the responses was the most impressive das-
pect of the results obtained with this part of the questionnaire. Towas
as it the many respondents had agreed inadvance among themselves
how to answer the various gquestions, Neither age. nor sex, nor pre-
vious traming, nor present specialization made any difference in the
woreht given to the varions stems, This unammmity in describine the
aesthete experience s especially noteworthy when compare 1o the

sometimes qunte sharp differences i dhe answers to part C, where,
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as we will see fater. background characteristics play an important
role. Tt appears that while the structure of the aesthetic experience
tends to be universal. whether the approach to the experience is pri-
marily based on knowledge, on emotion, on pereeption. or on com-
municative clements is much more variable and dependent on back-

ground factors.

FHE IMPORTANGE OF CHALLENGES IN FHE ABSTHETIC EXPERIENCI
Three of the tiftee items in part B of the questionnaire were in-
tended to measure whether or not challenges were relevant to the aes-
thetic experience. O these. item g2, Fhe tinal word is never said.
A good painting will never be used up.”™ was the one item most
stronghy endorsed by the sample (see Figure 1.

T'he mean response on this variable was 4.6, as close to “ahwavs

S/
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true” as any of the items scored. lvery subgroup rated this item high-

est (see Figures 2—3). Curators endorsed it somewhat more strongly
4 \

than dircctors and assistant directors: and older respondents more
than vounger, but the differences were not statisticatly significant.

The next item measuring challenge was 81, “The picces that
have some sort of challenge are the ones that stay in vour mind.™ and
this too was strongly endorsed. Its mean score was 3.-, the third
most highly rated item, close to “often true.™ The respondents with
B.As were more likety to endorse this item than were the hotders of
higher degrees.

‘T'he third relevant item was 88, which measured challenge in a re-
verse fashion: “After thirty seconds” worth of looking, T have absorbed
what it has given me.” Respondents were expecred to disagree with
this item, and in fact the mean score on it was 2.3, or slightly above
“occasionally true.”™ Curators of modern art endorsed it somewhat
more strons's than those of historical art. the corporate curators more
than the staft of the Gerry Museum, and holders of B.As more than
Ph.D.s, but none of the differences were significant.

This pattern of response suggests that all experts agree that for a
work of art to provide an aesthetic experience it must carry a complex
load of information for the viewer to unravel, There scems to be a
stight trend among people with more training. more experience, an
involvement with premodern rather than modern art. and more cura-
torial responsibitities to agree with the importance of this dimension
more strongly, atthough challenge appears to be so crucial to the en-

counter with art that the differences in this respect are minimal.

THE ROLE OF SKILLS IN FHE AFSTHI UIC EXPERIENCE - Three of the
fifteen items were designed to measure the importance of skills in the
transaction with are objects. Of these va. =T trust fn own personal
opinion.” was endorsed very strongly. sccond highest in the whaole set
of items. "The miean score was 4.1, o1 alitde above “often true.”™ Di-
rectors and assistant directors feltslightdy surer of their judgment than

the curatorial staft, the older more than the younger respondents., but
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again the consensus was so strong that none of the possible contrasts
between groups approached statistical significance.
Disagreement was expected with the second skill item. s, “Lam

often afraid of not making the right response.”™ In fact, the mean score

on this item was 1.6, or half-way between “acver™ and “occasionally

true.” A very slight but insignificant advantage appeared in favor of
curators of modern art, and of older respondents.

The third item dealing with skills was 4. again worded in a nega-
tive direction: "My knowledge and training are kept ouwt of the acs-
thetic experience.” This item was the second lowest ranked of the
set, with a mean of 1.3, or very close to “never true.”™ The higher the
respondent’s academic degree, the more likety he or she was to dis-
agree with this statement.

Contrary to what the lay opinion might hold, experts consider the
use of skills an integral part of the acsthetie experience. "They have
confidence in their opinions. in their ability to respond to the chal-
lenges of the work of art. The acsthetic experience is nota ERANITOUS
epiphany: viewers must bring their knowledge and training to the en-
counter with the work of art.

SFITING GOALS FOR THE AFSTHETIC EXPERIENGE - The interviews
suggested that experes often set specitic goals when examining a par-
ticular work of art—for example, making sure that the picee isan orig-
inal. or dating it. or establishing its place in the artist's ocuvre. Clarity
of gaals is a condition for flow experiences in general, butisitreallya
widespread characteristic of encounters with works of art?

‘Iwo questionnaire items were intended to measure whether sct-
ting goals was seen as part of the aesthetic experience. One was en-
dorsed quite strongly by the expert respondents, but the other was
answered in a way that upset expectations—one of only two such
items amony the fifteen, Upon further inquiry with curators s ho
had completed the questionnaire. it seems that the wording of this
item had been confusing. which might have accounted for the way it

was answered.
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Item nrs, 1 have a rather clear idea of what to do when approach-

ing a work of art.” was the fourth most strongly endorsed item. with a
mean of 3.6, closer to “often™ than to “sometimes true.”™ Directors en-
dorsed this statement most strongly, assistant curators the least. Re-
spondents trained in fine art racher than art history and those involved
with modern as opposed to historical art were more likely to endorse
it. vetagain the differences among groups were too slight to reach sta-
tistical significance. The general agreement with this item would in-
dicate that experts in the ficld tend to set goals for themselves before
they have an aesthetic experience.

T'he next item measuring goals was n=, “In approaching a work of
art. I never set some goal or objective T wish to achieve through the
experience.” We expected that respondents would disagree with this
statement. Instead, its mean score was 3.6 —as high as nis, the other
item measuring goals, despite the fact that the two were intended to
have been worded so as to be mutually exclusive. Becausce this was the

only contradictory finding in the entire questionnaire, we pursued its
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meaning with a group of respondents. They told us that che item was
confusing in that it imphed agreement with an approach that treated
the experience with a work of art simply as a4 means to some other
goal, which had certiinly not been the meaning intended. Their point

was well tuken, and we prefer tothink that the unexpected result is

due to a fauley formulation of the item rarher than to inconsisteney

cither in the theory orin the responses.

Despite the lack of clority on this issue, we mighoconchude that set-

ting goals for the acsthetie encounter is an integral part of the expe-
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ricnee of experts confronting works of art. Iuis likehy that the inabiliey
to have an aesthetic response is often the resalt of a lack of goals in
the aesthetic encounter. Most people, when confronted with a work
of art, simphy do not know what to do. Without a goal. a problem to
solve, they remain on the outside, unable to interact with the work,
They do not even know what responses to make, what emotions
might be appropriate to have. It is true that an idealized version of
acsthetics claims that beauty wilt move the members of the audience
regardless of their inclination, atmost against their wills according to

this belicf viewers are passive recipients of the aesthetic message who

ios
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will be affected by what they see regardless of their prior knowledge
or disposition. Needless to sav. the present perspective disagrees
with that position.

FHE PROCESSING OF FFEDBACK - Enjovable activities are character-
ized in part by the constant awareness of whether or not one's actions
are approaching the goals setat the beginning of the activity. For in-
stancee, the tennis plaver receives information instantly after cach shot
about how w.ll he or she is doing: the surgeon knows how well the op-
cration is proceeding: and the musician hears t1 notes as thev are

plaved and knows swhether they sound as they should. "This constant

1Ga
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feedback forees attention to be focused on the activity to achieve the
depth of concentration that is so integral a part of the flow experience.
But is this common feature of what makes an activity enjoyable also
present in the aesthetic encounter? "There are reasons to doubt it
since the work of art is a static, passive target, and henee unable to
give feedback to the viewer in any obvious vay.

The interviews with muscum professionals suggest. however, that
experts are able to confirm their hunches during the aesthetic en-
counter. ‘T'he expert vieweris able to direet feclings, thoughts, or per-
ceptual impressions at the work of art, which then bounees back in-

formation and thus provides feedback to the viewer's initial reactions.
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There is nothing mysterious about this process: in the sime sense one
might say that a rock gives feedback to the geologist who is testing its
composition, or that stars give information to the astronomer who is
analyzing their light,

In the questionnaire, we included one item to measuie whether
feedback was in fact an important part of the aesthetic experience. Tt
was 86: “Afrer [ have a reaction to an art object, itis important to be
able to check my first impression through further “tests.” ™ Despite
the rather scientistic-experimental formulation of this item, it was

quite strongly endorsed by the sample, recenving a mean score of 3.4,
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or about half-way berween “sometimes™ and “often true.”™ No sig-
nificant differences by subgroup were noted. although holders of
Ph.D.s tended to endorse this statement slighthy more than other
respondents.

From this it might be conctuded that the ability to generate teed-
back is a relatively important but apparentty not necessary clementof
the aesthetic experience. In this context we should like to make a
point about the questionnaire in general, in order to place these and
the other results in their proper perspective. No one, and especially
not people whose professional lives revolve around art, would be ex-

pected to check statements concerning art as “always true.” In fact,

o7
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not ¢ 0 physicists would sav that the most basic experimental con-
dition. in physics were “always true.” "T'he extremes on a question-
naire scale serve as points of reference; they are expected to be used
only very seldom. Thus when an item is scored as being on the aver-
age Coften” true, we might take it to mean that it is seen as an im-

portant dimension of the experience in question.

FHE TRANSCENDENCE OF SERL AND OF TVIRYDAY G0k - Deep in-
volvement inany activity causes the participant to feel that he or she
has been transported into a realin of experience that s different from

normal life, The sense of selt tends to disappear as a person is canght

105
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up in the action, and the confusing cacophony of evervday life is fil-
tered out, leaving a well-ordered, manageable world in which o acr.
“T'his is the feeling of the musician enveloped in the sounds of her per-
formance. of the mountaineer engaged in the restricted world of his
climb, and presumably of the viewer confronting the form of reality
created by an artist,

Certainly the interviews sugpested  that transcendence of the
cvervday wits an importnt aspect of the experts’ aesthetic experi-
ence. o ascertain how important this was, we included two items in
the questionnaire. Trem s5 was worded. “Artis the aftirmation of con-

crete reality and should not be aiming atany “higher” order or expe-
4
ivy
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ricnee.” It was expected that respondents would disagree with this
statement, and in fact it was scored on the average 1.7, or less than
“occasionally true.” Curators of modern art and older respondents
were espectally likely to disagree with the statement. ‘The second
item was Bro: “Art gives a sort of transcendent experience that takes

vououtof the realm of evervday life.” "The mean score on this was 3.0

or stightly above “sometimes true.”™ Art history majors, curators of
premodern art, older respondents, and holders of Ph.1).'s tended to
agree with this statement, but as with all the items in part B of the

questionnaire, not to the extent of reaching statistical stgnificance.,

These results confirmed our expectations, even if not as strongly as

antictpated. Inany case. experts tend to agree with the transcendent
nature of the aesthetic experience, Further in-depth inquiry into this
matter definitely seems warranted,

CAN ANY OF THF DIMENSIONS OF THEF FXPERIENCE BE LFFL OU LS
The interviews had made it clear that encounters with works of art in-
volve several discrete dimensions of consciousness. Some experts em-
phasized the formal aspects of works of art and therefore the visual
qualitics of the experience. Others stressed the importance of ¢emo-
tions and claimed to respond most to the feelings embodied in works
of art. Still others mentioned the importance of thinking as a mcans
of enjoving the aesthetic experience. Finallv, communication with
the artist, the culture, or the historical period secemed the most im-
portant component of the interaction with works of art for some ¢x-
perts. "The question was whether these approaches are mutually ex-
clusive, or whether they are all involved o a greater or lesser degree
in every encounter with works of art,

T'he questionnaire resules suggest the fatter aleernative. Four items
were designed to determine whether experts would agree with state-
ments to the eftect that visual qualities, emotional content. commu-
nication, or thought could be removed from the aesthetic encounter.
Twaoof the four items were unanimously rejected. indicating that feel-

ings and visual qualitics are necessary o the aesthetic ceperiencee.
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The item suggesting that thought is dispensable was also rejected,

but not as strongly, presumably because its wording was ambiguous,
Finallv, the item assessing the importance of communication was not
endossed. but the wording here was so extreme that it might have
caused respondents to hesitate to agree with it

Ieem By read: “Feelings have no place in my encounter with the art
object.” T'he mean score was 1.3, oras close to “never true™ as forany
of the ifteen items. Respondents trained in the fine arts and curators
of modern art were especially adamant in rejecting this statement.
Item w3 was: “The purely visual qualities of the art object
are relatively trivial and have littde impact on the acesthetic experi-
ence.” The disagreement with this statement was almost as total as
with the previous one, for a mean score of 1.4, Respondents trained
in art history, curators of historical art, and older respondents were
most fikely to disagree with it Fhe pattern here is clears experts agree
that both feelings and visual qualities are indispensable to the acs-
thetic experience.

The next item was s14: “In the course of the acsthetic experience.,
itis difticult to know whether one's thoughts or teelings are refevant
to the work encountered.” 'FPhe mean score here was 2.3, or stightly
above “occastonally true.” Unfortunatety this statement was not as
well tormutated as the others. Because it combined “thoughts™ and
“feelings™ in the same sentence, it is not a clear test of the rejection
of the knowledge-based approach to art. “The importance of
communication was measured by item B3 “Sooncer or fater [ get to
know exacthy what the artist meant to convey in the work.”™ 'T'he av-
crage score on this item was 2.2, or just above “occasionally true.™ In
this casc. the word exaefy was apparently too strong for most people
to agree with the statement. When we spoke to a group of curators
atter the questionnaire had been completed. they confirmed that it
was the extreme wording that kept them from agrecing with this
statement more.

Fmotional sensitivity, visual mraining, knowledge of art. history,

and culture, and empathy for whatartists communicate - these are the
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basic skills that experts use to decode the information embedded in
works of art. The analvsis of the questionnaire responses suggests that
experts feel thatat least two of these, feelings and visual skitls, are
necessary for the aesthetie experience to oceur. "The evidencee for the
indispensabitity of knowledge and communication is less conclusive,

but this might be due in targe part to a weakness in the questionnaire
iself,

CONCLUSIONS ABOUT THE SIRUCITRE OF FHE AFSTHEUIC EXPERI-
exer < Pare Boof the questionnaire strongly confirms thut what experts

mean by the aesthetice experience resembles in crucial wavs the in-
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wrinsicathy rewarding, autotelic state of consciotisness identificd in
other contexts as flow. "The answers of the fiftv-two respondents agree
very stronghy that the pereeption of chailenges in the work of art and
the use of skills in responding to itare very important dimensions of
the aesthetic experience. The skills involve sensitiviey to feelings in-
corporated in the work, ability to analyvze visual qualities, and—less
clearly established by this part of the studv—they involve knowledge
and communication with the artiste.

Like other tlow experiences, confronting a work of are involves
setting clear goals and receiving feedback from the interaction with

the work., And the interaction is fele as going bevond the experi-

1.0
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ence of evervday life, as being a more ordered and more intense
form of living,

A few discordant notes marred the harmony of this scheme, Three
of the fifteen items appeared a posteriori to be flawed. Teems w3, 8-,
and B14 were eitherambiguous or worded too stronglv. therefore mak-
ing it difficult to assess what respondents thought about the impor-
tance of setting goals, of knowledge, and of communication in the aes-
thetic experience. No empirical investigation is perfect. and one can
learn from mistakes as well as-from successes. In this case, future
studies should focus especially sharply on these three issues to estab-
lish whether they are indeed as important as the others.

In many wavs the most startling aspect of the findings was the una-
nimity in the pattern of responses. There were only minimal difter-
ences by subgroup such as age, gender, position. previous train-
ing, and current specialization. Apparenthy none of these variables
influences how one experiences an aesthetic encounter. In other
words, the structure of the acsthetic experience seems to be univer-
sad: regardless of one’s background or approach to art, what matters
when one faces a work of are is to use formal and emotional skills.
within a context of goals and feedback, to unravel the complenities of
the work. When such conditions obtain. the state of consciousness
that transcends ordinary life that we call the aesthetie experience
takes place.

As we will seein the neat section, this unanimits no longer holds
when experts are asked to express theiropinion about the relative im-
portance of various approaches to art. When asked which dimensions
of art they pay most attention to—or, which of the challenges con-
tained in a work of art they respond most readily to-~cxperts give
different responses depending on their background and present in-
volvement in the Aeld. "Thus while the structure of the aesthetic ex-

pericnee appears to be essentially similar regardless of the person who
does the experiencing. the content of the experience will vary

depending on the persan's shitls and theretore on the hinds of chal:
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lenges the person is sensitive toin the work of art. Whether a person

will respond most to the colors in a painting. or to the art historical
puzzles the painting presents, or to the emotional tensions it contains,
depends to a targe extent on how the person was trained. what his or

her age is. and on what the professional responsibilities are.

THE FOUR MAIN DIMENSIONS OF THE AESTHEVIC EXPERIENCE

T'he interviews and part B of the questionnaire as reported in the pre-
vious section suggested that the major challenges presented by works
of art (cognitive, communicative. pereeptual, and emotional) are in-
dispensable to the acsthetic experience. But are these challenges
cquatly important, and do different experts see them as having the
same importance?

To answer these questions, the responses to part G were grouped
into four clusters, first to see whether any of the dimensions of the
acsthetic experience was preferred over the others, and then to see
whether the experts” backgrounds made a difference as to which type
of chaltenge they responded to most.

It was found that the four dimensions of the aesthetic experience
were alt strongly endorsed by the sample. Although knowledge was
rated slightly higher than the other approaches and emotion shightly
lower, the differences were very slight. However. there were strong
disagreements among the experts about how important they deemed
these dimensions to be. The greatest differences related to the rela-
tive importance of communication, knowledge, and emotion. Fhere
were no statistically significant differences coneerning pereeption or
the formal qualities of the work.

The curators gender made no difference—men and women re-
sponded very simitarly. But age, type of training, highest degree
carned, and present professional position all intluenced a, respon-
dents opinion about art. Most influential were the variables indexing

the experts” current professionalt activity: What institation individuals
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work in and what their current protessional responsibility is best pre-
dict whether they think that knowledge, communication. pereeption,
or emotion is the most important dimension of art.

[t follows that while experts in the field of art share the same phe-
nomenological response to the works they encounter. they do so for
different reasons. The statement *"This is a great work of art™ might
mean something quite different depending on who savs it One per-

son's response could be based primarily on a visceral emotional reac-

tion, while that of another might reflect mainly an art historical ap-

prectation. Yet the underlving experience would be deseribed in both

cases i very similar terms,

THF FOUR CLUSTERS - Jo establish the importance of the four dimen-
sions of the aesthetic experience, the items in part C of the question-

naire were combined in the following clusters:

Knowledge - Trem 1z You can get so filled up with knowledge that
vou don't have time for a genuine response to the work™ (seore
reversed),

¢6: ""The more information vou bring to a work of art. the more in-
teresting it is going to be.”

cy: tLdon't need o be confronted with a new way of secing or of un-
derstanding the world in order to have an aesthetic experience’™ (seore
reversed),

c16: “RKnewledge of the historical and biographical background
of an object generally enhances the quality of the aesthetic experi-
ence.” The scores on these tour items were added up for cach person
(after reversing the negatively worded items), and then divided by
tour. to obtain a mean knowledge score. "Fhe individual mean scores
were then averaged for the sample as a whole and for the different

subgroups to be compared.

Communication - fremy 20 "Fhe object must contam the inherent

heauty created by the artist.”
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¢s: A grear work of art represents the ferment and energy ot whole
age.”

¢8: At must be made by people, because the communication of hu-
man experience is an essential aspeet of the acsthetic encounter.”
Crgs A great work of art helps the viewer share the sensibilities of
people from other ages. other places.”™

Responses to these four items were averaged for cach person to geta

mean commiun iCLl[i()l’l SCOTe,

Perception - Trem ¢=: “Greatart can be appreciated simply along a vi-
sual dimension: knowledge and teelings sometimes getin the way of
experience.”

c.to: “Objects often seem to reach outand grab me: the aesthetic ex-
perience sometimes is like being hitin the stomach.”

crs: Formal qualities, like balunce and harmony, are often irrelevant

to the quality of & work of art™ (score reversed),

T'hese three variables were averaged as above to obtain a perception

cluster score.

Fomotion - Trem ¢4 Tois sutficient for me to respond with emotional
feelings to a work of art to satisfy my appetite for beauey.”

G2 The works ot art T ike do not necessarily stimlate an emotional
response in me’ (score reversed).

T'he average of these two items vielded an emotions chister score,

THE RETVEIVE IMPORTANCE OF UHE FOUR DIMENSIONS - When the
four ways of approaching works of art were compared with cach other
in terms of the scores experts gave the four clusters, cach one of them
was endorsed (see Figarre 5). The sample as a whole rated the knowl-
cdge cluster highest: 4.2 ona 6-pointseale, or “true.” Two other clus-
ters were also closer to Utrue™ than to “untrie™: commimication (4.0)
and pereeption (3.6). Kmotion (3.5 was rated on the average enacth
between “true”™ and Cuntrue.”

One might conclude from these resulis, at least provisionally, that

for this samiple the knowledge content of a4 work of art is more ipor-
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Figure 5. Mean Level of Endorsement of the Four Dimensions
of the Aesthetic Experience Towl Sample (N 521

tant than its emotional impact. .\ certain caution in interpreting these
resules s in order, since they coutd he based on differences in the
wording of the items in the four clusters rather than in the underlyving
dimensions they were intended to measure. This caveat does not ap-

ply. however, to the next set of findings.

1he Knowledee Dimension - 1o characteristicos of museum professionals
influence whether they see knowledge as being a relativels more or
fess important aspect of the acsthetic encounter? Figures 6 through o
report how different groupings of the respondents rate the importance
of knowledge. When an analysis of variance (ANOVA) is applied to

the data, itindicates that three of the seven contrasts are statisticaliy
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Figure 60, Endorement of Major Dimensions of the Aesthetie Experience

by \ge

significant. Following the usual conventions in reporting the results of
statistical analvses, the significance of a finding will be illustrated by
its probability value, or p. "The p-value indicates the probability that
a particular resutt could happen purely by chance. Thus, the smaller
the p-value. the more likely it is that the results are geminine. When
p- o1, there s less than one ¢ anee in oo that the result is due to
random chance: when p- Los, there are less than 5 chanees in 100,
Therefore the pe o1 inding is more solid than the p-Los finding. A
result is usually considered te be statistically signiticant when the
probability of its random occurrence is less than .os, alchough p-values

as high as .1 (o1 1in 10) are aceepted as marginally signiticant.

1.9
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Figure 6b. - FEndorsement of Major Dimensions of the Aesthetic Experience by
Years 1 Curatorial Field

[n this sample, the fargest difference in the rating of the know ledge
cluster (ANOVA p- o) is due to ficid of specialization, with curators
of premodern art endorsing the importance of knowledge most
(Mean - 4.5, curators of modern art endorsing it least (3.8), and the
non-curatorial staft being in the middle (4. 1) (see Figure 8a). 'The see-
ond largest difference (ANOVA p- o5} is due to age, with persons in
the middle two age cohorts (3538 vears and 39—45 vears) rating
knowledge as more important than cither the vounger or the older age
groups (see Figure oa).

The third difference, thut of borderline statistical significance
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Fine \is At Historn W Other Fields

Knowledge Communication Emotion Perception

Figure =4, Endorsement of Major Dimensions of the Nesthetie Experience by
Field of Traming

(ANOVA p- o) is based on level of education, indicating that hold-
ers of PhuD.s are more coneerned with knowledge (Mean 4.60) than
cither people with NUASs (400 or BLASs (402) (see Figure =b,
These resules are in part consistent with what one might expect:
higher education and a specialization in premodern art should indeed
develop skills of a particular tvpe, valued by the academie commu-
nity, which in curn might predispose the viewer more readily to ree-
ognize challenges based on knowledge. "The age trend is more pus-
sling: why should the vounger and the older respondents be fess

interested in knowledge:?
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Figure b, Endorsement of NMajor Dimensions of the Aesthetic Experience by

Highese Degree arned

Communication - Six of the seven contrasts that involve this cluster
show statistically significant differences. "Thus it would seem that the
valuation of the communicative potential of works of art results in the
largest divergence of opinion among experts in the muscum ficld.
The largest difference (ANOVA p- Loog) is due to position, or to the
respondents’ specialized function within the muscum (see Figure ).
As one would expect, the non-curatorial ranks, largely composed of
the muscum education staff, believe that communication is an im-
portant part of the acsthetic experience (Mean  4.4). To a lesser
degree. this belief is shared by assistant curators and curators (3.8

and 4.0}, Assistant dircctors and directors of the same institutions,
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Knowledge Communication Emotion Perception

Fizure 4. Endorsement of Major Dimensions of the Mesthetic Faperience by
Areaof Spectalization

however, rank the importance of communication quite a bit tower
(3.6 and 3.3).

"I'he next most signiticant difference (ANOVA peLoog) is attribut-
able to the institutional milicu in which the experts work (see Figure
8h). In descending order, communication is most highly regarded at
the Art Institute of Chicago, then at the Geey Museum, then at the
corporate galleries studied. Strong effects were also shown by vears in
ficld (p- .01, Figure ob) and age (p<.oz. Figure 6a). "Phe older and
the more experienced the curator, the more he or she believes in the
importance of communication,

Field of training is also relevant: those trained in ficlds grouped un-

A d\.)‘
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Figure sh. Endorsement of Magor Dimensions of the Aesthetie Experience by
Institution

der the heading "Other™ are more likely to endorse the importance of
communication (Mcan - 4.3) than those trained in art history (4.0) or
fine arts (3.6). "The ditference is significant (p- o3, Figure =a). So is
the difference related to current tunction, or ficld of specialization
(p- o). The non-curatorial stafl’ is most likely to vatue communica-
tion, then che curators of historical art, and finatly those who deal pri-
marily with modern art.

These resules suggest a clear ver somewhat contradictory eleavage
between educational staff, more experienced experts, and lower ech-
clon professionals on the one hand. all of whom appreciate more

highly the communication dimension ot works of art, and curatorial,
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Non-Curatorial At Corator - B Cuator
B\t Director T Director

Knowledge Communication Emotion Perception

Fraure . Endorsement of Major Dimensions of the Nesthetic Experience by
Current Posttion

less experienced, but more highly placed experts, on the other hand.
who place less value on communication, "The contradiction stems
from the fact that higher positions in the muscum ticld are usually cor-
related with age and with vears of experience. Tere, however, posi-
tion is related negatively to  responsivencss to communication,
whereas age and expericnce are related positively. Least sensitive to
the communication dimension would be a voung museum direcior
trained in fine arts, with little muscum experience (admittedhy, an ex-
tremely unlikely combination). "The greatese potential conflict in this
respect would be with an older museum educator trained in the
humanities.
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It 1s also possible that what we have called communication is, or is

pereeived to be, less important for some £nds of are than for others:
modern art, for example, relies less on imparting information than
the art of carlier periods; hkewise decorative arts such as furniture
mayv inherently be fess involved with communication than, sav, his-

torical painting.

Perception - We discovered no significant differences berween any of
the groups compared in Figures 6 through ¢ regarding perception and
the aesthetic experience. Apparently the visual qualities of works of
art are appreciated cqually by all of the experts, regardiess of their
background or current status, On this score there is a widely shared
unanimity. The perceprual dimension is clearly indispensable to all

those working in the held.

Fmotion - Unanimity is less pronounced. howeser, regarding the im-
portance of feelings to the aesthetice experience. Fhe largest difter-
cnee, as with the dimension of communication, is attributable to the
respondents’ position (ANOVN p- ooz, Figure ¢). Non-curatorial
staff hold emotions to be quite important (Mean  3.9). whereas di-
rectors find it refatively unimportant (2.8). The three assistant diree-
tors depart from the linear trend by valuing emotion more than anvone
clse (3.2). The culture of the institution atso plays a role (ANOVA
p- .o02): emotions are valued most at the Art Institute, teast at the
Getry Muscum (IFigure 8h). Finally, the person's ficld of specializa-
ton is involved: curators of premodern artare least susceptibie to the

emotional content of art (ANOVA p- Log).

HOW RESPONDENTS' BACKGROUNDS RFLATE 1O AFSTHE UIC DIMEN-
stoNs - Adifferent grouping of the results already reviewed highhights
the connections between the backgrounds of the respondents on the
one hand and the four approaches to art on the other. Looking at the
data this way more clearly shows how such variables as age or ficld of
spectalization inflience the way experts look at art. Betore Tooking

at those characteristics that do make a difference, however, it s

126
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important to mention one that does not. Usually. men and women do
not give the sume Kinds of answers on questionnaires that measure
beliefs and opinions: sex differences are the norm rather than the
exception. In the present study. however, male and femate experts
gave essentially the same responses: not one of the items showed a
significant effecr due to gender. Given the fact that it seems to make
no difterence cither in the structire orin the content of the aesthetic
experience. gender will not be mentioned again as a factor in this

study.,

Age - Ficure 1oa shows the pattern of responses by the four age
groups. Tt scems that both the voungest and the oldest respondents
hold the four approaches about equally stronghy. In the middle vears
(35-45), however, there seems to be a polarization: knowledge and
communtcation are strongly prized, while perception and emotion are
relatively devalued. For the older respondents especialty, there is a
very slight gap between the importance of knowledge and emotion.
For the middle group, that gap is about four times as farge. in tivor of

knowledge. Whether this is a trend related to aging per se or whether

J
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itis because of one-time ideological peculiarities of the cohorts stud-
icd cannot be ascertained by a cross-sectional study: onlty a longitu-
dinal follow-up can determine whether persons currently in their mid-
thirties will devalue knowledge and revalue emotion ten vears from
now. Two of the four dimensions were affected by age ata statistically

stgnificant level: knowledge and communication.

Years in Field - "The trend here is similar to that noted for age (Iigure
1ob). "Fhe largest polarity is for those who have been working cleven
to seventeen vears in muscums: they are responsive to knowledge and
communication to the detriment of perception and emotion, "Those
who have worked fewer or more vears hine a more balanced view. The
only dimension not significanthy affected by ovears in field s

communteation.

Level of ducation - "I'his variable abso affected only one of the dimen-
sions: knowledge (Figure 11a). As one might expect. people with the
higher degrees place a greater value on knowledge and a lesser value

on emotion than those with lower degrees. There was no difference
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between holders of B.ACs or MUAs in their views of the aesthetic

experience.

Field of Training - Whether one's formal education was in fine art, art
history, or some other ficld made a difference in the importance of
communication (Figure 1ib). "This dimension was a matter of indif-
ference to those with a fine art background and uppermost to people
trained in other ficlds. usually the humanities or the social sciences.

Emotion held a relatively low place for those trained as art historians.

Current Fseld of Specialization - 'Uhe ficld of art an expert is currently
working in has the strongest relationship with the dimensions of the
acsthetic experience (Figure 12a). Three of the four approaches are
significantly affected by it knowledge, communication, and emotion.
Curators working with historical art difter from all the rest in being
stronghy polarized: they value knowledge very highly and emotion
very little.

Institution - 'The importance one gives to comnumication and emotion

(Figure 12b) is related to where one works. “T'he staffat the Getey Mu-

S iol
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secum replicates the pattern reported above for curators of premodern
art: they value knowledge very highly and downplay emotion. Com-

munication is the supreme value at the Art Institute.

Position - “T'his variable shows the most complex pattern of all (IFigure
13). This is in part because of the small numbers in the groups at one
end of the scale: with only three assistant directors and three directors
generalizations are very dubious. In any event, position aftects two
of the dimensions of experience: communication and emotion. Cu-
rators and directors are distinguished by their preference for knowl-

edge over emotion.,

SUMMARY OF THIE ANALYSES

QOur analysis reveals three clusters of characteristies that differentiate
approaches to works of art. "T'he first is what we might call the “Getey™
cluster. associated with an art Listorical training. curatorial responsi-
bilities, and a specialization in premodern art. 1t involves a pro-
nounced emphasis on the cognitive challenges contained in works of
art and a relative disinterest in the emotional challenges. The second
cluster is the “Art Institute”™ cluster, associated with a humanistic”
training and non-curatorial responsibilities. Itappears in tandem with
an emphasis on the importance of the communication dimension of
works of art. Finally, a “corporate™ cluster is associated with a spe-
cialization in modern art and resembles the pattern of response given
by museum directors; it involves an almost equal valuation of all the
dimensions of experience. with a preference for knowledge and a
coolness toward emotional content,

On one level, these groupings of responsces simply reproduce the
characteristics of our sample and thus reflect the historical differen-
tation of muscums in contemporary America. It is not surprising, for
instance, that the responses of the Getry Muscum staft and the re-
sponses of historical art curators are sinular, since the Getty Museum
concentrates its collecting on pre-twenticth-century art. Neither is 1t

strange that the Art Institute, an urban institution that prides itselfon
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its educational mission, should emphasize its communicative funce-
tions. And it makes sense that corporate curators should respond as do
spectalists in modem art, because most collections of this type tocus

on contemporary works. That they should also answer like muscum

directors could be explained by the fact that corporate curators usually

have few, if any, staft members and theretfore actually cover functions
filled in muscums by the directors.

On a deeper tevel, however, these patterns tell us something about
the various wavs thi. individuals construct the aesthetic experience.
People approach art with different skills. Some of these might be ge-
netically determined. others are the result of accidents of carly con-
ditioning. whereas other skills might be developed by the mdividual
as the result of personal predilections cultivated with scelf-conscious
discipline. In any case. some people develop a very keon eve and
therefore are unusually responsive to the harmony of lines, of coltors,
of shapes and masses. Although all experts agree that one cannot re-
spond to works of art without a sensitiviey to formal qualitics. some
people see this dimension as far more important than others. Some
people are particularly sensitive to delicate nuances of feeling. and
they will scan objects in order to decode their emotional content: tor
them the emotional response is crucial in the aesthetie encounter.
People whose special skill is the ordering of facts will be engaged by
the cognitive puzzles contained in works of art: for them the most in-
teresting chaltenges involve questions of attribution. historical eval-
wation, or technical reconstruction. Finally, there are people who are
skilled in mediating meanings, or communication. For them the most
important challenge is to decode the message contained in the work
of art and make it accessible to audiences whose background might
preclude recognizing it

Fortunately, works of art contain enough information to satisfy cach
of these four approaches. and presumably still others that went un-
recognized in the present study. Works of art are so complex that
many different skitls can he brought to bear on the challenges they

present. Fuach one of these approaches seems to be a fegitimate way
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of interacting with works of art—and cach one eventually leads to the
same point, namely, the intense involvement characteristic of low
experiences.

What skills a person develops, however, influences the professional
path he or she will take within the occupational structure of the mu-
seum world. A person interested in communication, for instance, is
less likely to enroll in fine arts training and will more likely be
schooled in the humanities or the soctal scienees. Lateron, such a per-
son is more likely to become a muscum educator than a curator, A per-
son who values knowledge seems more likely to continue his or her
cducation to the doctoral level and then specialize in some kind of
scholarship. Different muscums will also attract individuals with skills
appropriate to the mandate of the institution: experts who especially
value the emotional content of arr, for instance, might be less likely
to work for the Gerey Muscum.

CONCLLUSTON

We have seen that the tendencies gleaned from the interview were to
a large extent confirmed by the questionnaire study, "The curators re-
sponscs to the quantified irems suggest that the acsthetic experience
is related to other torms of enjovable How experiences, relving as it
does on the use of skills to match situational challenges within a ficld
of action delimited by clear goals and constant feedback. Like other
tlow experiences. it provides a sense of transcending evervday real-
ity, a deep involvement with a more ordered and intense world.
These characteristies of the aesthetic experience were unanimously
endorsed by experts regardless of how they had been trained and
what thev did.

At the same time. the questionnaire showed that the experts’ back-
grounds and present involvement with art make a diffcrence in terms
of which aspect of the aesthetic encounter they respond to most. In-
dividual muscum protessionals develop difterent skills and therefore

become sensitive to difterent challenges in the works they view, In

134
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terms of valuing formal qualities there is no difference: all experts
value this dimension equally. But the importance of knowledge and
emotion, and especially the importance of communication, appears to
be debatable; on these dimensions experts vary depending on their
age. previous training, position, institutional affiliation. and espe-
cially on their current arca of specialization. Knowing what these
biases are should help avoid latent misunderstandings and conflicts in
the museum environment.

T'he results reported in this chapter are. of course. not to he taken

cither as definitive or exhaustive. Given the state of the inquiry, they

are more like the first tentative insights in a Hedgling field of research.
1t is possible, for instance. that a more detailed questionnaire with
many more items would have revealed a more complex set of ap-
proaches to the aesthetic experience. That this is probably not the
case is suggested by the fact that the much more intensive interviews
did not reveal qualitatively different issues from the ones rhat were
included in the questionnaire. The limitations of the present study
are more likely to consist in the narrow range of institutions, experts,
and time periods considered. Within the muscum world alone, cura-
tors at smaller muscums outside the major merropolitan arcas might
have different views of the acsthetic encounter. Arteritics. collectors,
and historians are almost certaindy going to have ditferent emphasesin
their approaches. “Ten years from now the emotional function of are
might become much more salient and the importance of knowledge
dectine. or vice versa. Despite these limitations, however, it is prab-
able that in the man these tindings are going to remain tree over time,
In any case. they should indicate the way for future studies that will

develop knowledge in this important ficld of human experience.
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CHAPTER 4

T'he Form and Quality
of the Aesthetic Experience

l.\ THE INTRODUCTORY CHAPTER of this report, we presented a con-
ceptual model of the acsthetic experience. "There, we drew ateention
to the striking simitaritics between the desceription of the aesthetic
experience as put foreh by Beardsley and the flow concept. We argued
that the fow model provides @ number of coneeprual tools for under-
standing the nature and conditions of the aesthetic experience. In this
chapter, we explore the implications of the How model and Beards-
tev's work. "This investigation will attempt to do two things: first, to
clucidate further the form of the acsthetic experiences described in
the preceding chapeer: and. second. to expand the How model in such

A way as to account both for the unigue qualities of the acsthetic ex-

perience and to explain why the experience takes the form it does.

THE MODELS OF AESTHETIC INTERAMITION

A number of the museum professionals we interviewed were able to
provide « summary of the form of their interactions with works of art.
Despite their variation, these summarics provided constderable in-
sight into the nature of the formal aspects of an aesthetic encounter,
‘The following succinetly and clearly stated quotation reflects a gen-

crally held opinion, providing a good ground for further discussion:

1 think there's the initial respon e, and then there's a kind
of curiosity as to what there is in the picture that gave you
that tesponse. which means that sou're going from the
whole picture down to .. . mayvbe its the way that cherry s

painted over there in the comer that is really knocking me
1,u {
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out. | think that as vou begin to figure out where ics coming
from. that does tend to, T mean that's a more intellectual re-
sponse than your first response. But T rhink that if vou've ex-
phiined it to vourselfin some way, thatic's still then possible
to come back and sce itagain, maybe notexactly the Wiy vou
first saw it when vou were crazy about it. but 1 don’t think it

hurts to have more information. (1:20)

What is exemplified here is a movement. clearly dialectical in nature.
between two central components of the aesthetic experience as it
would be understood in terms of the How concept: the merging of at-
tention and awareness on the art object and the bringing of the view-
er's skills to bear on the challenges that the work presents. The ex-
perience is one of an inital pereeprual hook followed by a more
detached. intellectuat appreciation that returns the viewer to the
work with a deeper understanding,

Explained this way, such an account clearly holds that it is the ar-
resting and the focusing of attention that comes first. which brings a
number of challenges to the viewer's consciousness. to be met there
with whatever array of skills he or she may have, Given the over-
whelming number of virtually identical accounts in our interviews., we
do not doubt that this is in fact the wav in which the temporal How of
the acsthetic encounter is phenomenologically understood by our re-

spondents. However. the logical extension of such an account is that

there is something inherent in the work of art that begins the process.

While there is some measure of truth to this assertion. we cannot en-
tirely aceept such a viewpoine. This is simply because. as the inter-
view material has shown throughout. the evidence argues against the
same object evoking identical responses from any two viewers,

The How madel offers an alternative coneepe that, while it encom-
passes the experience as it is subjectively understood by the respon-
dents, allows us to explain the initial hook without a wholesale
reconrse to the formal properties of the object, Fhe retationship be-
tween chalfenges. skills. and the attentional dimensions of the How

experience does not have the strict temporal sequence imphied by the
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account above. Rather, it is dialectical, a spiral if vou will, in which
new skills open up new areas of chatlenge, which, as we have noted.
facilitate the merging of attention and awareness. In the encounter
with the aesthetic object, attention will be fully focused only when
the chatlenges and skills are in balance. And completing the evele. but
at a higher level, this very focusing of attention develops new skills,
T'he implications of this coneept are broad. but before we extrap-
olate further, it will be helpful to return to a more descriptive levelin
order to develop fully the coneepts of attentional focus and chatlenge,

skills, and discovery within the contexr of the interview material,

THEF FOCUSING OF ATTENTION - Both Beardsley and Csikszenumihalyi
agree that one of the central features of the experiences they describe
is a focusing of attention on the object. Beardsley, as we noted, lists

object directedness as the one essential feature of the aesthetic en-

counter, and in the introduction to this report, we claborated on why

lation to the pereeptual qualities of the encounter, this may initially
strike onc as something of a truism—one must of course focus atten-
tion on the ohject one is pereeiving. Yet in another sense we are dis-
cussing here a different order of attention. On the one hand. it takes

focus to an extreme rarely experienced in the course of evervday lite:

There’s nothing like it 1 just get totally wrapped up in it |
mean. 1 homb could fall nest door and F'd be oblivious to i
I can get so wrapped up with an object. looking at the vase
painting. or studving the object, whatever it might be, that
vou're unaware of the phone ringing or people coming in the

door, vou just get sowrapped up. [Cs a total escape. (420

On the other hand, itis a Kind of attentional focus that, perhaps par-
adoxically, makes its presence felt. As one of the curatess putit, e
absorbs, it involves all of the senses in a unifving manner™ (123). In
our group, more than -5 pereent explicithy said that theiracsthetic en-
counters were significant, in part, because of this sense of attentional

focus. "Fhis was the single, most highly agreed-upon aspect of the na-
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ture of the acsthetic encounter. Yet, like nearly every other aspect.
this focusing of attention, this object direetedness could take many
forms. "FThus. while many of the respondents spoke of it as an absorp-
tive experience lasting anyvwhere from just an instant of intense con-
centration to Cfortv-five minutes, more—l don't know™ (1og), they
experienced another kind of attentional focvs that was intermittent in
nature, in which they felt drawn to an object over and over again and
distracted from the task at hand. This kind of involvement is most

clearly illustrated by the following instance:

When the dealer was giving me all these prices for other ob-
jeets and trving 1o get me excited about things that he
wanted me to be excited about, T Kkept looking ac this lictle
Polaroid of this. . .. And T was really sert of working on

. other things, but what interested me was this, (108)

We can casily imagine the consternation of the dealer as the curator’s
attention kept wandering away from the sales pitch to the “hicete Po-
laroid™ that intrigued her so much (she eventually acquired the picee
in the photograph, not any of the others).

The vignette of the persistent dealer and the interested curator
brings up another set of issues that are related to, and. perhaps even
necessary corollaries of. the attentional-focus issue. Again, both
Beardsley and flow theorv acknowledge this setof concerns. Tois what
Beardsley calls “felt freedom™ and Csikszentmihalyvi calls “limitation
of the stimulus field.”™ Neither of these concepts implies that the
viewers have no concerns other than the objectin front of them. On
the contrary, as witl be shown later, often the awareness of other kinds
of stimult enhances the aesthetic experience. Rather, the only claim
made is that the ficld of consciousness is restricted to a limited set of
relevant concerns, What is relevant will of course vary with both the
viewer and the work. 'These coneepts are crucial to understanding
some of the central issues of the study, and we will return to them in
due course, However, we should clarify with some examples what

these coneepts mean in actual experience,

llh‘x l)




that highlighted a selectivity in the face of distractions:

They [the cartoons for Diego Rivera’s Detroir Industry] were
displaved in a very different, very dramatic fashion. so that
the gallery was dark except for the light that was directed on
the cartoons. There seemed to be no compelling reason for
highlighting them tn that fashion, What was good about the
installation is that they were installed ina gallery wich lower
ceilings, so that they really did streteh from Roor to ceiling.
they really looked as if they were Just booming up out of the
carth. The overly dramatized lighting T just adapted 100 1

never noticed, or just putitin the back of my mind. (122)

tion of the inclusive side of the selective process:

I saw itin Madrid and itlooked like mavbe the best painting
I had scen ezer. And in part it was beeause of the contest |
saw itin. You leave the muscum and Franco's civil guards are
out in the street with their machine guns. And it really had
a resonance in that cuitural situation that it had never had in
the Museum of Modern Art, where itwas justa painting. just
another painting. And that was a really remarkable experi-
ence. T went back to see itan three separate oceasions 1o test

myself, to see it itwas justa fluke or something. And I mean
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The statements quoted above exemplify some aspects of this pro-

cess. but in our interviews there were numerous additional accounts

Obviously, this respondent’s experience would have been less signit-
icant if not for the selective directing of attention. Stitl. other people
found their experiences enhanced when they widened their focus be-
vond the work of art that was their primu.ry concern, In the following
chapter a number of the things that are productively allowed into the
stimulus ficld are discussed in detail under the topic of Conditions.
The following excerpt, from a curator speaking of seeing i’icasso’s
Guernica i Madrid after never having been very impressed when

seeing it at the Muscum of Modemn Arto New York, gives an intima-
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it was a fabulous picture. That kind of thing is an unparal-

leled experience. (111)

Both Beardslev's conceeption of the aesthetic experience and the
How conceptinclude a final form of attentionat focus that, though rare,
1is—perhaps because of its very raritv—the most eelebrated form of the
aesthetic experience: transcendence or loss of ego. In this final form
we see the firss two attentional dimensions brought together and
pushed to their human timits, Attention is so completely focused. so
completely enmeshed in the interaction with the artwork, that the
viewer gives up, at least momentarily, his most human attribuee: self-
consciousness. ‘The transcendent encounter with the work of art was
described in detalin the preceding chaprer and is both evident and,
to a degree, self-explanatory, Here, we only wish to stress the cen-
trality of this type of experience for a fairly large number of the mu-
scum protessionals. More than a quarter of those interviewed indi-
cated that their most significant encounters with art entailed some
form of loss of cgo. Yet even this relatively targe pereentage does not
mean that itis a regular occurrence. Nearly all of those who spoke
about it immediately stated that this happened only infrequently,

Taken as a group, these three attentional dimensions (object direct-
cdness, limitation of stimulus ficld, and loss of ¢go) are the most com-
mon, if not the centralaspects of the aesthetic experience. Eighty per-
centof the interviewees spoke of one or more of these dimensions as a
primary factor in their most significant encounters with works ot art,
and for 20 pereent it was the major and distinguishing aspect.

Clearly the concentration of attention is the fundamental process
through which the aesthetie experience is achieved. Yet how is this
concentration itself brought about? Obviously a4 major component is
the challenge/skitl dimension that was introduced carlier. The tlow
model inctudes a concept that serves as a bridge between attentional
tocus per se and the phenomenologically less apparent concepts of
challenge. skill, and, in Beardsley's term. “active discovery.™ What

has been missing so far in the deseription ot the encounter with an

142
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art object js the viewer's being presented with both clear goals and
clear feedback.

T'he combination of clear goals and clear feedback serves to prolong

and often to deepen the focusing of attention on the object. In the fol-
lowing passage. one curator describes being confronted with a chal-
lenging sculpture installation and the feeling he experienced as he

came to understand it

All vou saw in the gallery were certain very thin strips of
wood and cut sections of dowels arranged on the walls and on
the Hoor in such a way that they were not paralle! to any of
the surfaces in the room—many of them just pointed. They
didn’t bring any resolve. He also had drawings exhibited.
And in the process of looking at the drawings it became clear
that the sculprure was simply markers, indicating an invisi-
ble. conceptual structure which continued through and be-
vond the walls of the actual gallery into other parts of the
building. And vou had only these residual indicators in the
gallery to mark that. And it was just wonderful because he
took me out of the gallery just as Smithson’s “non-sites™ had

done! (1o3)

The interaction between the complexity of the work and this individ-
ual’s own considerable skills is evident here. Certainly the work he de-
scribed would seem meaningless to viewers who do not have the skills
he possesses, and justas obvioushy, the feeling of transport that he de-
scribes at the end would never have occurred for such viewers, An-
other curator speaks of going to see i retrospective of an artist wnose
work she had previousiy thought overblown by the media. Her com-

ments reveal the same process carried out over a period of time:

You're looking at it all at the same time, and you're looking,
atindividual parts. then as vou kind of startassociating those
things. sometimes vou don't put clements together until

vourre farther asay from the exhibition, or sou don't reahize
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1t What vou realize is that, as vou putall the picces together,
this is a much more powerful statement than vou thought

they were capable of making. (1:3)

There are many comments similar to these: most of the statements in

the second chaprer can be understood as exemplifving the same pro-

cess ina variety of contexts. Suffice it to sav ata most general level, as
one curator put it. “T'he work of art sucks vou up, and vou get feed-
back s all these fevels™ (128).

SKILLS, CHALLENGES, AND THE PROCESS OF DISCOVERY

The quotation opening this chapter speaks of a movement from the
mitial focusing of attention. the hook, to an exercise of intellectual
and pereeptual skills leading to the discovery of why that particular
picce was capable of arresting attention. The contention was made
that the skill and challenge interaction described by How theory lay at
the heart of the process. Itis surely also important in the interactions
just described. Here we wish to discuss the two aspects—skill and
challenge—separately and in more detail.

Expanding on an inference drawn from the preceding chapter, itap-
pears thaton an analytic fevel, if not always experientially, skills are
compartmentalized in wavs that parallel che major foci of acsthetic ex-
perience. That is to say, one can develop a greater emotional sensi-
tivity to works, as was evidenced in the preceding chapter, without
necessarily honing one’s pereeptual. intellectual, or communicative
skills in the process. A number of people even spoke about conscious-

ness of their deficiencies 1n certain areas:

[My friend is a very sensitive man. And he doesn't do any
art historical acconnts the way 1 do. Te doesn’t provide
stories, He attows them [the viewers] to trust their instinets
and to come to terms with the work just through the expe-
ricnee of standing in front of a painting or a sculptore. Now
this is something thac I don't have an cass time doing, so

respect people who can. (104)




FORM AND QUANITIY 123

We have quoted this person a number of times in the report, for she
recounts a varicty of deep and moving experiences with works of art—
experiences, however, that for herare primarily art historical and icon-
ographic in focus.

Further, it seems that the way in which skills grow is related to the

tvpe of skill involved. Thus, reading and talking with colleagues will

enhance the intellectual aspect of the aesthetic experience:

T'he more | learn about something, the more appreciation
one has for how it's made, how it got to be where itis, The
more vou see great works, the more vou recognize how far
thev've risen above all the reste s really an addinve pro-
cess, or should be, and ititisn’t, then one should stop. The
more vou see in the course of vour hife, the better vou shoutd
be at being able to discern what makes great pictures great,
what makes lesser pictures quaint. 1t should all make some

enormous compendium when yvou're done. (415)

A number of respandents explicitly related what they felt to be the
development of a “greater range of emotion™ in response to life ex-

periences, as this excerpt shows:

As vou getolder, it really amazing how you change. But, to
be quite frank, 1 tell in love with a man, 1 think that had a
lot to do with it. Just the feeling of finally really sharing
my tife with someone, where | eould share the artistic ex-
periences I've had. or aesthetic experiences 've had, with
another human being on a very personal and intimarte

level, (1o6)

Many of the muscum professionals developed the idea that matura-
tion itself—encompassing evervthing from sinmiply growing older to
having children—contributes to sensitivity to works of art.

By and large. the vast mgjority of the respondents agreed tha

“looking™ contributed most to the development of skills: continue
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exposure to and interaction with works ot arc develops the abiliey to
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have meaningful encounters:

The shills of which these and muany other respondents spoke have

changed, often dramaticalls . over the vears of tooking, thinking, and

It used to be much more gratifving to me. purely on an in-
tellectual level, The expertence iself hasn't changed—the
direet. primitive communication—that hasn't changed. But
how L appreciate 1w afterwards has changed. T used to say,
“I've been enriched intetlectually through this experience.™
Now, [ feel Pve been enriched both intellectuatly and emo-
tionally, beauuse §really feet thatas I get older and as 1 see
more and become more of a connoisseur, in the sense of
sheer numbers of things seen. retining out good design from
bad design or good composition from had composition,
pleasing color tfrom unpleasing colors, 1 feel that I hayve more
ot an emotional range and more of an experiential range w

appreciate things, (o)

That's one of the real pleasures of age. eet my experience
is getting more mature. Not to be confused with more in-
tense. better and worse—that's not the point. But one begins
to teet vou are bringing to beanr a certain perspective. Years
of looking at chese things begins to build up a sort of quali-
tatnve imdes. And T dhink vou develop contidence in vour
own taste. T ean remember being yvery contidentwhen T was
voung, but it was based on nothing but arrogance. Now. in a
wav, I chink 'oy humbler, but have more contidence that,
ves P'mjudging in the contest of 4 number of things yve
seen. And mavhe Fova tiny bit wiser, 1 geta sense of plea-
sure ot of that, 1Cs humbling because yvou reddize, well, an-
other ten vears of tooking, and think how mudh more intel-

ligent a response vou might be able to have. (128)

experiencing, None of the interviews gave us the impression that the
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speaker had arrived ata setof skills, ora level of expertise, thathe or
she felr would be sulfdent. As one of the corators quoted above
stated. if one's skills dgn't continue o change, vou mightas well quit.
Rather. cach of them. ¢ven those who were most interested in obtain-
ing answers to art ploblems, presented an image of an individual
whose critical framewyrk was still open, still in the process of refine-

ment and of becoming more complex.

THF CHALLENGES OF £HE AESUHETIC ENCOUNTER - Since the inter-
action between the opject and the skills that the viewer brings to it

determines the natufe of the challenges presented by a work of art,

then the staggering disersity of possible challenges immediately be-

comes apparent. The fevel and type of challenge will be different for
every viewer and every work: they are integral parts of the acsthetice
encounter, regardless ol its specific content.

In the preceding chapter. the entire section devoted to approaches
that concentrated on sohing the problem. “cracking the code.™ forex-
ample, indicated wayg in which the work of art presents a direct chal-
lenge to some viewer, Others found the whole realm of art to present

one enormous challenge:

I think of the bjutory of art as being the peak of the pyramid,
because artitsed s such a difficult thing to quantify. 1S such
a shadowy thigg—ou think you've got it, but you often
don't. The appreciation and the study of arte the under-
standing of ite sequires a knowledge of so many corollai
ficlds. You have to know literature to know the visual arts,
butvou don'tsieedy s hate to know the visual arts to know lit-
crature. You hgve to understand history. philosophy, intel-
leetual histors, and all these things 1o make sense of the vi-

sualares. (r2y

Perhaps the most ¢logquent statemeny of the inherently challenging
character of the work of art is the following retlection on the nature of

the encounter at a general fesels

1./
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I think vou can become habituated to a work if vou see i alt
the time. and it b <omes harder and harder to open up to it
and esplore it wresh, cach time. People sayv a great work of
arteontinues to vield things, and [ ehink chat's crue, there are
S0 many possible ways of pereeiving it thae all work, And
vou're not contributing them all vourself, they're really
there. s discovering them. thad's what makes it fascinating,
But I think vou use up vour repertoire of skibls and abilities
to notice things at that particular stage in vour hife, and in
vourdesclopmentabout that particular work. "Fhenvou have

to get it back. (410}

Chatlenge. whatever its torm or scope. is seen here as one of the pri-

mary siructural qualities of the aesthetic experience.

THE PROCESS OF DISCOVERY - In the interviews with rock climbers,
dancers. composers. and others that resutted in the originat formula-
tion of tlow theory, a number of respondents spoke of the process of
discovery usualhy of che discovery of their own potential, their own
unrealized skills. In the interviews with muscum professionats, how-
cver. the process of discovery, as Beardstey has suggested, emerges as
a central component of the aesthetic encounter. Sixty-three pereene
of the curators discussed, nsually quite cogently, the process of dis-
covery as a contribution to their signiticant encounters. TLike chal-
lenges and skills. the content of discovers varies widely across the re-
spondents. Tes nature as an underlving seructural component s
evidenced by the fact thatitis a persistent concern despite its varia-
tion in content. Moreover, the content of the various discoyeries
closely paratlels the four major foci of the aesthetic encounter: per-
cepuirat. emotional, intellectual, and communicative, Several clear
instances of this process have alreads been presented to iltustrate
these four dimensions in the preceding chapter. Yet v number of re-
sponses are clearty concerned with the process itsetts apare from any

content that it might ental, 'The attempt here will not be to detail the
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various contents but to give a sense of the importance and general
form of the process.

It seems to me that mavbe in order to have an aesthetie ex-
perience of any kind. T have to put myself meatally into
certain postare vis-a-vis the thing to be experienced—a cer-
tain attitude. a certmn intellectual stance. And this stance
mvolvesletting goof what b know, or think Tknow, and being

open to the experience itself. (416)

Although we have already presented many similar excerpts. the

next quotation is one of the clearest accounts of how challenges.
skills. and the process of discovery interact in the encounter with a
work of art:

Sometimes T spend time with an object. and after that tme
it leaves me cold. T don’t have any real feeling for it Fhat
tetls me that Tdon'e think it has enough power, But with this
ubject {a portrait bust]. cach time 1 came back to it 1 saw
something new in it [ also was doing a fair amoune ot re-
scarch onitand everything I found out impressed me and
made me more interested in it So cach time | looked at it
with new eves. bgot photographs of comparative busts, Part
of the exercise there was to see how this bust stood up to the
other, the comparable, one. And [ thought this one was bet-

term many wavs  (rog)

Discovery in this instance is direetly related. not to say confined. to
the art object itsel. At the opposite end of the spectrum, one of the
most moving responses that we encountered described the process of
discovery invery broad. very human terms. Though this curator be-
gimn with aspecific art objecet. the nature of the discovers and the pro-

cess of discovery went far be ondd the are world to existence irself:

There's that wondertul Cezanne Bethere i the Phitadetphig
muscum, one of the barge Bather o wlndh in its insistence on

an underhving stiuctire m natire, and its insistence on the
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informatity of the scene, gives vou i one glance, an acs-
thetic glance, gives vou that great sense of a scheme, not
necessarily rational, but that things come together o
|'That insight] is the way in which the work of art allows you
to have a sudden appreciation o, an understanding of, the
world. “That may mean your place in it that may mean what
bathers on the side of « river on a summer day are all about,
that may mean a quick metaphor for decisiveness and what
it means poctically, that may mean that ability to suddenhy
Jet go of ounclves and understand our connection to the
world. "These are often feeting and difficult things, but to
achieve a sustained state of that kind of insight. 1t seems to

me that art in its best form attows you to do that, {133)

THE UNIQUE QUALTTTES O THE ALSTHETIC ENCOUNTERR

Why is discovery so important in the acsthetic encounter, compared

to other activities that produce How? To answer this question, it is
necessary to consider two ather factors that emerged from our study,
one existential, the other structural. Discussion of these qualities will
lead directly to the attempt to deseribe, in terms of a formal model
the way in which all of the preceding factors interact in the aesthetic

experience.,

FHE HUMAN QUALITY OF WORRS OF ART - Besides the property of at-
tentional focus., the one element desceribed as central to the aesthetic
experience was the human quality of art. Nearly 75 pereent of the cu-
rators discussed this topic in one way oranother. Some wereds explicit

as the following:

Is there any thing that makes the s isuat ants different from atl
of the arts. 1 mean, including music and theater? Differem
from things like landscapes tor vous?

I suppuse. mitialhv, no. Butin the tong run, ves. because the
arts are man-made, and so they have o be understandable in

4 way that nature dossn'thave o be understandabte. You
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can’t place any conditions on mountains and streams., You
can place conditions and have expectations of things that are

human creations. (412)

Others were more indirect, not necessarily making the human factor
ana priori condition in deseribing how the human qualitics that went
into the work were essential to what they were able to get out of it
“Phere were certain things there that were in the work. which were
presumably in the mind of the painter as well. 1 mean. let's assume
that the picture is an expression of him., as VOUT TeSPonse to it is an
expression of voursel™ (120). Regardless of the context in which it
was expressed. the centrality of the human quality of art to these in-
dividuals™ experience was clear: {1t is] the Jov of sharing an experi-

ence that vou realize vou're sharing with another human being™

(o) and “In some way they have to reach me or have some kind of

endowment of @ human qualityv, whether it be intetteet or cmotion, to
make the point™ (112). Another curator refused to draw a distinction
between mass-produced objects and fine art and defended this stance
by referring to the human element involved: “NMavbe I'm not distin-
guishing between are and something else. because ics what human
beings are doing. no?> What he's creating. What we do out of the raw
matersals that we get, that our life is™ (110).

Finally, another respondent pointed toward the reason that the hu-
man quality of are contributes to the centraliey of the process of dis-
covery: “T'he intrinsic qualities of it are of a certain dimension. 'Ihere
are cerrain qualities it evokes because of the inevitable connection we
make berween ourselves as human beings and this as an image of a
human being™ (127). What this quote makes clear is that such dis-
coveries are more important because they hit so close to home. The
eatire range of hnman thoughts. feetings, and conditions has been
represented in art through the ages. “I'he aesthetic encounter ine i-
tably involves some realization that humanity is communicating with
humaniny, There are also far more discoveries and connections to he

made here than, sav, in rock climbing, where the challenges pre-
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sented by the encounter are less personal and more simitar to one an-

other than are those presented by the aesthetic object.

THE TFMPORAL ELEMENT « The encounter with an aesthetic object
also differs structurally from other activities that engender the flow
cxperience in that, though the expericnee continues through time,

the stimulus for that experience does not. Thus, while a climber faces

new configurations of available holds, pitch, and obstacles with every

move. someone standing before a painting or sculpture is confronted
with an object that physically does not change. Yet many times and in
many ways, these muscum professionals have talked about Tseeing
new things”™ or “reaching new understandings™ in their encounters
with works of art. If the work is not changing. these revelations, these
insights and epiphanics, must come from changes within the viewer,
To understand this phenomenon, one must return to the concept of
the dialectical interplay among the challenges that the work presents.
the framing of those challenges in terms of the goals of the viewer, and
the impact of skills on that interchange. However. the important di-
mension of the human quality of art now hecomes most salient. As
noted throughout this report. the four major dimensions of the ex-
perienee of an art object (pereeptual, emotional, intellectual, and
communicative) also define the major types of challenge: they define
as well the major categories of skills that the viewer develops and
brings to the encounter. And if one were to define the principal cle-
ments of human consciousness, what better. more inclusive setof vari-
ables could one use than sensing, fecling, thinking, and communicat-
ing? The resonance that has already been noted between emotions in
the work and one’s own emotional experiences is in fact not limited to
emotion but encompasses all four of these dimensions. Thus, the aes-
thetic interaction is not simply between the viewer and the work but
includes a third aspect that represents all of the pereeptual, ¢mo-
tional, intellectual, and communicative factors that wentinto the cre-
ation of the work. For convenience, we will refer to this aspect as the

artist, but it necessarily includes all of the sociocuttural factors that in-
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THE WORK

THE ARTIST

THE VIEWER

Figure 1. Model of the interaction in the acsthetic experience

fluenced the work in an indirect fashion. "Fhis can be more elearlby il-
fustrated with a diagram of the components,

In Figure 1, the two intertocking ovals labeled The Artist and "The
Viewer represent the sets of dimensions—perceptual, emotional, in-
telfectual, and communicative (L b ¢, and d)—that produced the art
object as well as the configuration of abilitics in those same dimen-
stons that the viewer brings to the work. The degree of overlap will
determine the nature of the encounter. That is. the greater the over-
fap (up to a point), the more completely the viewer will be able to.en-
gage the work. Yet the arca that does not overlap is precisely the area
that constitutes a challenge to the viewer's skitls, [f there were com-
plete congruence, there would be nothing that was not atready known
and the object would hold no interest. 1f there were no overkap what-
socver, there would be no point of entry, nothing to allow viewers to

exercise their skitle, "There are also parts of the work that do not in-
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terseet with the sphere of the artist’s dimensions. These arcas are the
aspects of a work that transcend. in one way oranother, the artist's in-
tention and the imitation and conventions of his or her historical pe-
riod that vet are open to interpretation and understanding by the be-
holder. "This may be one of the less intuitively obvious aspects of the
conception. but it was mentioned by a number of the respondents.,
The following excerpt states quite well how this aspect follows di-

recthy from more obvious concerns:

I'nt interested in what the artistattempted to communicate
by creating a work of art. and I'moalso interested inits mean-
mg in the context of his whole lite’s work, And 'm inter-
ested in determining whatiomeans by various sources—doc-
umentary, reading theoretical treatises of the time to iy o
determine what artists thought they were doing by ereating
awork ot art, what their position was i society, and how art
tit into this. And political dimensions to works ot art. And
perhaps this s getting g litde biton dangerous ground. bt
abso, the undocumented aspecets of it what did e mean that
the artist might not have been aware of? How did it relate
to impulses. creative impulses that might not have been

conscious? (41-)

The reason tor the unique temporal nature of the aesthetic en-
counter 1s clarificd by the relationships represented in the diagram.
The work as a visual stimulus and the qualites of the artist and the
culture that contributed to its particutar form tunction as two distinet
vetintertwined points of attentional focus between which the viewer
must move. During the encounter the viewer focuses attention on the
work and finds that his or her skills are cither able or unable to mecet
the challenges presented. Mttention must then be shifted, for how-
ever briet a moment. to the configuration of lements that produced
the work. In other words, the skills of the viewer and the challenges
provided by the work are potentially complementary. I the two are

mismatched, they provide the impetus to revise or expand some as-
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pect of the configuration of skills of the viewer, who can then return
to the work with. as one curator putit, "new eves.” The two spheres
will now share more common ground, and as a consequence, the work
will offer new challenges. This entire process may take a moment, or
it may extend over vears of continued interaction. What is most im-
portant is the fact thata work that always maintains some clement of
itself bevond the viewer's range of skills s clearly the kind of work that
will retain the ability to change, at teast experientially, through time,

T'he balance of challenge and skills essential to the How experience
is here seen to lie at the heart of the aesthetic experience as well. s
the distinctive quality of human connectedness that constitutes the
unique setof challenges present in the acsthetic encounter, and ac the
same time., gives form to the skills the viewer brings to the work. The
interaction between those qualities thatare apprehensible in the work
in the first moment of the encounter and those thavstill provoke view-
ers to revise or expand their skills accounts for the continued invest-
ment of attention in a temporally stable object.

We hope that the existence of the separate dimensions involved in
the interaction between object and viewer has been amply docu-
mented in this report, But to leave them simply as a catalogue of im-
portant clements would beg the question of v-hy, despite the variery
of forms it can take, the aesthetic experience can be tulked about at
all. Sixev-seven pereent of the respondents were able to call to mind
a stgnificant encounter with a work of art with little or no hesitation,
and more than 8o pereent described the experience of art as some-
thing very different, very special, compared to the rest of their ex-
periences. Yet nearly 85 pereentalso clarmed that there was no com-
mon aesthetic experience, and most of them uttered statements as

cxplicit as the tollowing:

You mean one specific sortof aesthetic experienee thatwe all
haveX Nao. Fdon't. ik we all have gesthetic experiences,
but cach one is different. Each person is different: cach day

cach person is somew hat different. Noo Ldon't think there s,
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and I'm glad there isn't, ‘That's why 've never been very
keen on muscum education, in the way that it's handled, as
a matter of tact. 1 think they try to standardize something
which is a unique experience tor cach person. Making it the

[fast food] of the art world. (410}

The tact that the structural properties of the aesthetic encounter can
be described separately from its content helps to make sense of this
paradox. The model of intrinsically enjovable activity—the How ex-

perience—circumvents the danger of the dimensions of experience

becoming no more than a laundry list by integrating the components

into a unitied. if complex. whole, "This integration is, of course. only
possible through the expansion of the original rmodel to include some
of the unique properties of the aesthetic encounter that were revealed
in the course of this study. In the next chaprer, the modet witl be em-
ploved as a framework for understanding ways in which the aesthetic

experience can be facilitated.
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CHAPTER S

Facilitating the Aesthetic Experience

I\ 1913 CLIVE BELL wrote: “Toappreciate a work of art we need bring

with us nothing from life, no knowledge of its ideas and aftairs, no fa-
miliarity with its emotions.” because it held within itselt “a world
with emotions all its own™ (p. 2-). The “significant form™ contained
in the work of art was sufficient to initiate the aesthetic experience.

Since thattime, however, because of developments in contemporary
art but also because of the realization of the naivete of essentiatist
theses such as Bell's, it has become clear that the appreciation of artis
notso natural and casily achicved (Dziemidok 14988). Sociologists have
argued that acsthetic experiences can only take place within the con-
ventions of anart world (Bourdicu 1987) . and psvehologists have shown
that viewers from different cultural and educatinonal backgrounds re-
spond to the same work of art very differently (CHad 19650 Haritos-
Fatouros and Child 1g==). "The muscum professionals we interviewed
certainty brought much krowledge and famihiariey with the art world to
their encounters with works of art. "The model developed here to de-
seribe the aesthetic espernierice explains why thisis necessarily so.

As previous chapters have suggested, the responsibitity for the cre-
ation of the aesthetic eaperience is not solely in the hands of the artist.
There are any number of wavs that the experience might be setin mo-
tion. Allof these wavs, however, ultimately depend on the interaction

between the skills of the viewerand the chaltenges that the work pre-
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sents. This might involve evoking art historical knowledge, exploring .
basic human emotions, fearning about social history, or provoking the
viewer's imagination. Al of these entrées can be effective regardless
of whether the art object in question is contemporary, premodern., or
a product of another culture.

In this chapter, wavs of facilitating the aesthetic experience will be
explored. In the tirst part of the chapter, some of the conditions that
enhance the experience will be discussed., such as the nature of the
environment in which viewing occurs. ‘Then, those conditions that
help the chatlenges of the work to emerge more clearly will be re-
viewed. And finatlv. we witkconsider possible wavs of sharpening the
skills of the viewer.

In the second part of the chapter, we will discuss the possibilitics
for taking concrete steps to enhance the conditions described in the
first section, so that the viewers' attention is more casily focused.,
challenges are clarified. goals and feedback are produced. and skills
are encouraged to grow, By reflecting on how conditions for public
viewing of arv can be improved, perhaps we will take a step toward ex-
panding the frequency and intensity of aesthetic experiences within
the context of muscums,.

The intentof this chapter is not, however, to provide a how-to man-
ual for enhancing the acesthetic experience. We simply want to review
the theoretical issues and some of the implications suggested by the
theoretical model, as they are illuminated by the interviews with mu-
scum professionals. Towitl be up to the readers to decide how toapply
these suggestions concretely, cither to their own encounters with

works of art or to the design of museum environments,

THE CONDPTIONS OF TTHE ARSTHE T EXPERIENC)K

Many of the conditions affecting rhe acsthetic experience discussed
by those we intenviewed were tied to their professional reponsibili-

tics, as well as to the parncular objects they handled, Without ignor-
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ing these specific protessional concerns. we have attempeed as much
as possible to desceribe those conditions that might contribute to fa-
cilitating the aesthetic experience at a more general level.
Environmentat conditions are of paramount importance tor the acs-
thetic experience and will be tully discussed. "The question of which
properties of aesthetic objects mayv challenge viewers is less exten-
sively treated. because preceding chaprers have already raised many
of the relevant issues. 'The largest part of our attention will be con-
centrated on the viewer. This 1s partly because what the viewer must
bring to the work is perhaps least obvious, and partly becausce itis the
condition claborated upon most often in the iterviews, and in large
part because many of the respondents stressed that no matter how op-
timal the physical environment for viewing art objects may be and no
matter how commaunding the objects themselvesare. the fundamental
problem of motivating the public to go o muscums in the first place
remiins, In turn this presents the chaltenge of providing fertile
enough conditions for viewers to encounter works ot art with interesr,
confidence. and the anticipation of a p()\'i.ti\'c and enjovable experi-
ence. Before carrving these ideas any further, fet us examine some of
the conditions for the curators” own aesthetie experiences, with the

hope that they might point the way toward those of others.

THL AESTHEFIC EAVIRONMENT - The covironment in which it occurs
is perhaps the most basic condition tor acsthetic experience. In prin-
ciple. of course. this could be anvwhere: coming across a mural in a
run-down part of a citv may strike the viewer as quite a “wonderful
Kind of a celebration of human potential™ (123). Yet more often than
not, for the general publicas well as for muscum professionals, the en-
counter with a work of art takes place within the context of the mod-
ernart museum or gallery: the “clean, blank. spacious environment
which is nude forart™ (123). One respondent speculated that this s
the best atmosphere simply because we have become conditioned to

it and most respondents telt that such an environment focused atten-
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tion on the work itself and limited the competing information that a
more ornate setting might contain. This situation embodies the initial
condition of freedom from distraction.

However, it is also possible that viewers not conditioned to the an-
tiseptic installations of modern museums may feel uncomfortable and
self-conscious in such an environment. Paradoxically, the clean blank

space could turn attention to the self rather than to the work of art,

and itself become a distraction. Whether a spare or densely appointed

environment is more conducive to involvement with art is a point that
simply cannot be decided either in principle or in the absolute,

The same conflict is true for another important dimension of space,
namely. its scale. Here the contrast is between impressive monumen-
tality at one end of the continuum and cozy familianey at the other.
Some museum professionals definitely prefera people-sized forum for

viewing:

Some of the greatest spaces to ook atartin have been places
like the Phillips Coltection {in Washington. D.CL]L which is
set up like a big home where the pictures are displayved in
domestic scale, and there are couches and places to sit You
are not led into the muscum in awe at these huge granite
spaces. Most muscums are set up like the most imperial of
the Roman monuments, meant to inspire awe and fear and
loathing. .And to impress evervone with how powerfut the
board of trustees [laugh] might be, or how much money thes

were able to raise. (103)

I like the Whitney a ot Becanse ity manageable i size.
F.ach Hoor seems adequate to give justice toa period orstsle,
e seems nicely sized for me. T like the Detroit Institute of
Ares, abwavs have a good experience there because s
spraw ling enough so that vou can abways find somewhere to

be by vourselt. tr22)
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At its best. the whole of the muscum contributes to, and in some mn-

stances becomes part of, the aesthetic experience:

Walking mto that building was walking into a muscum that
absotutely sang to me. This was a place where there was a
dircetor. 4 staft. that understood how to preserse and use ob-
jeets and muke it a pleasant experience. Evervihing was au-
wlutely correct: the placement. the lighting, the attention
to detail. the sense that they had a wondertul series of very
important pictires, but they weren't dramatized into box-
office successes. They were simply there, eleaned. restored.
and made aceessible in this vers proper tashion, The collee-
tion said it the building said it. the whole manner of

presentation. (1o1)

As one curator putit, “The primary responsibility of the muscum
is to create a context in which the object has, aesthetically, the best
chance of speaking”™ (128). Unfortunately, whereas the contexumay be
i ariant. the audience is definitely variable. "Thus the best content for

one viewer may make another feel uncomfortable. One person. high-

lighting the complenity of the problem. put the issue quite directhy:

| guess there are as many answers to that as there are peaple.
or situations. T think thit one can influence the was aperson
s an object by manipulating, its environment. Win do
people come to museums tosee things? 1 ehink some of them
are acutely aware ot the setting and the environment and the
lighting and the mounting o abjects, where others are com-
pletely oblivious to that. A Tneke bitof information will often
help people look atobjects, but whether theyre looking spe-

cificalls at the object setamg, Tdont know. (413)

A monumental space that will inspire one person to ateend religioushy
to the objects it contains may well distract and overwhelhn the nest

person. 1 the goalis to establish a connection hetween viewers and
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the objects displayed. an ceffective environment may be one thac tries
to accommodate differentactentional stvles, racher than one informed
by a single vision, no matter how exaleed it is.

Another condition basic to the aesthetic experiences iy the amount
of time avaitable for viewing and being with works of art. Aesthetic
experience, while spontancous in certain instanees. often requires a
period of maturation. “I'he more time that vou live with a painting,
orwith asculprure, whatever, the more time vou have to see it. to find
things. If vou just walk by a painting. you're not going to get anvehing
outofit anvthing atall, seeing tukes time™ (105). How much time it
takes will of course vary tremendoushy across encounters. What is im-
portant is that the viewer be able to control the lengeh of the inter-
action. “lHike to decide how much time 1spend with a work of are, |
like to be in control of that. Sculprure requires the rime imolved in
walking around it. You can stand in front of g painting for forev-five
minutes and think about it Which I've done™ (1oy4).

Both place and time contribute o the focusing of attention neces-
sary for the aesthetic experience o oceur. ‘To achiey ¢ such concentra-
tion requiresac leastan initial freedom from distraction. Although dis-
tractions mentioned by the muscum professionals ranged trom tacky
architecture to street noise, foremost among them were the “hordes
of people™ that all too often constitute the qudicnce of the modern
miuseum, especially in the context of blockbuster exhibitions. View-
g may well be possible in these circumstanees, but the 0 pe of exn-
perience we have been deseribing probably will not be. Traiy secing
arte s opposed to merely viewing it is for most respondents g soli-
Gy activiey L aes private, iCs quict .. Lics never happened i a
crowded room™ (1073).

Aside from this problem of crowds, there are also those distractions
associated with the fact that viewing art is often an eminently socral
activiey, that a museun is o plaee in which to be seen as much as 4
place to see. “Going to openings.”™ one person faments, “drives me
ctazy.becanse its asoctabatmosphere that really doesn’tgo with looh-

my at work. Ies very hard o fook at work in a social contest™ frog).
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Echoing the sentiments reterred to above. one curator stated that
viewing art is “almost something vou have to do privately™ or perhaps
“with a triend or with the artist there™ (1o3). Anvthing more only de-
tracts trom the integrity and intensity of the aesthetic expericence.

How to reconcile this need for privacy with the financiad impera-
tivesand social responsibilities of muscums is one of the greatest chal-
lenges that administrators of these institutions tace. Tois a quandary
similar to that faced by directors of national parks and trustees ot other
public resources: by increasing the popularity of the resource, they
risk destroving what made it valuable in the first place. "Two positive
woals in this case cancel each other out, One must either decide to re-
strictaccess to what should be a shared good orattract as many people
as possible and dilute the quality of the experience in the process,
Neither choice in this dilemma is particularly attractive.

For many of those interviewed (nearly 5o percent). the justaposi-
tion of particutar works of art was an especially important precondition
of the acsthetic experience. For this group, the way works were re-
Jated to one another was far iore salient than such considerations as
lighting, height, and labeling, Very often the aesthetic experience for
these people involved more than one work, with justapositions high-
lighting relations among different objects being frequently noted. In

one particularly “brilliant™ contrast, there was “ascense of two entirelhy

difterent worlds and points of view being expressed™ (120). How strik-

ing combinations focus attention and present new challenges to the
viewer is siummed up in the following recounting of an ¢xperience at

a Carnegie International Exposition:

What they did was to install the show in such away that ari-
ists of contrasting temperaments and formal chatacteristics
were in confrontation with one another. | just mentioned
[ \nselm| Kiefer, who's one of the great neo-espressionist
painters, with very dramadc I ndscapes and enormovns seale,
Very rhctorical, very interesting artist, and very dynanvie. In

the same room, they had work by anarust named Robert Ry -




140 1HE ARL OF SEHING

man, who works in a very pure sevle, kind of a second-
generation minimalist. . . . And it was amazing to me to sce
the wav these two artists worked in the same room. Nor-
mallyv, vou would expect that Kiefer would just completely
overwhelm Ryvman, And, much to the contrary, Ryman held
up very well as a quict—poctie atmost—disciplined kind of
visual experience. And the opposites worked remarkably

well, (rrn)

Many respondents found other wavs of structuring relations among,
works, other than dvadic juxtaposition, to be significant. An installa-
tion by a single artist can be particularly illuminating, not only be-
cause the more vou see by one person, the richer vour vocabulary be-
comes” (ros), but also because of the deepened awareness and
understanding that a whole series of interrelations can provide, Ap-
parently central to all the kinds of relations deseribed by those inter-
viewed is that this structuring, rather than imposing an order or spe-
cific idea on the viewer, is a vehicle for an autonomous construction of
meaningful experience: the experience is facilitated rather than dic-
tated. There is, in other words, a great deal of room left for active dis-
covery, and the nature of the challenges and the necessary skills are
not preordained.

LHE AFSTHETIC OBIEGT - Without going into detail about the obvious
importance of formal qualities. it must be noted that “a balance and
harmony of form™ (115), even “beaury,” is at the center of a good
many of the experiences reported (almost 3o pereent). Whatever
these terms refer to, well over a third of the curators apparently use
traditional criteria of evaluation to facilitate their aesthetie experi-
ences. A related aspect is one that many of the respondents termed
craft. or the importance of things being “well done.™ One curator
notes her hirst reaction”™ on seeing a new picee: I ics sitting here on

the tabl, 'm liable to pick it up and tuin it around, look atitand sce

its well painted, and how high the relief Tines areand how well pre-

served different pares of it are, whether there have been any restora-
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tions™ (413). Her concern and way of approaching objects were ones
that most of the curators found absotutely critical. Thus, the object
must present pereeptual chatlenges to the viewer, or the ensuing en-
counter will be impoverished by an entire dimension.

Perhaps the most paradoxical attribute of objects in relation to the

acsthetic experience is what we came to reter to as determinabiliry.

One person succinethy stated the problem: People look ata book and
know that vou can't tell it from the cover. Paintings give the iusion
that vou can sce them inone second. And that's just totally nor reality;
it takes a tong time to aetually see a painting™ (132).

And vet without at least some measure of that illusion, at least
initially, the viewer cannot become engaged with the work, Deter-
minability might best be understood as the pereeived opportunity to
find. on a tairly direct level, some point of entry into the object. In
terms of the How model, we might best think of it as the relative bal-
ance of challenges and skills at the levels of meaning, intention, and
interpretation,

The demise of eraft in contemporary art has been related to the tack

of determinabilitn:

Ay reaction when ook at a work of art probably depends
on whethier | understand it or not. and how much T under-
stand it And T feel that contemporary are—1 must not be un-
derstanding=1 look at it and T think ic's crude. it looks un-
skilled: people seent to be making up i scale tor what they

lack 1 talent (113)

In other words., indeterminacey is sometimes understood as a fack of
skill on the part of the artist. Thus it is imperative, for some. that
works of art contain something akin to a determinable meaning: I
vou understand it, and vou know where it fits in,and what ie's trving
to tell vou, and what it represents, then your appreciation of what you
see is preater” (e Inoreferring to the idea of determinability as a
condition of acsthetic experience, these respondents conveved the

idea not of some wholiv contained answer to a given work, some nuni-
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vocal meaning, but that of a relatively arcumsceribed field of interpre-
tive possibilities. As one curator pointed out, "You can look atand ap-
preciate something from a different standpoint than T could look at
something and appreciate it, but we're both getting at what the kernel
of the objectis. T may do itone way, vou mav do itanother™ (130).
The emphasis on determinability as a condition of the experience
highlights the structural importance of chatlenge: itis not enough that
the work be beautiful and complex, but there needs to be a balance
of challenge and skills in the encounter, A work that fora given viewer
is indeterminate in its meanings is mismatched with that viewer's
skills. The balance of challenges in the work with the skills of the
viewer determines the ail-important poirt of entry for the aesthetic

expericnee:

Fremember [Yves] Klein paintings that scemed to me im-
mediately accessible, were immediate s wondertul: had that
sort of “knock-vou-back-and-lift-vou-off- the-feet™ sense o
theni. You have an immediate emotional or intettectual con-
nection with the painting: 1t doesn’t putvou off, or vou don't
have to work into it or vou don't have to work out to i, or,
like in some paintings. have o work down to it. You come

right in ac the righclevel, (3

I'he object notonly has to be accessible to interpretation. butitilso
mist express a human presence within it Ata most basic level, it has
to convinee the viewer thatitis portraving something real. and the pri-
mary way it can do this is to “ereate some emotion™ (115). ' They have
to reach me.” as another person put it and through this very process
“some kind of endowment of a human qualits, whether it be intel-
feet or emotion.”™ comes to light (re2). Oras vet another person
commented, there is the need for “inding something that 1 can re-
spond to at my most basic. but most profound. level, as a human
heing™ (1o6).

Moving bevond the purely personal or indvidual presence behind
the art object. the larger cultural or historical contest emerges in the

enconnter with particular works, This context s less a conerete rep-
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resentarion than o kind of summary of a different world, w ith its own
_ cthos and modes of being, An example is the curator (tos) tor whom
- the Art Nouveau ewer summed up the entire age.

Throughout cach of these ideas, we might note. runs not only the
broadly conceived idea of expression butalso that of communication.
the idea that the condition for aesthetic experience here is bound up
with relating to and interacting with a fundamentally human creation,

Perhaps this human dimension of art explains why many individuals

likened their aesthetic experiences to interpersonal dialogue, triend-

ship. and love.
- While the dnmnxmnx reviewed above are of unquestionable signif-
icance to many, the issue of chatlenge emerges most strongly. Tois not
enough. apparently, simply to be affected byan abject. to be initially

captivated by it itis important thatitsenve, N SOME SCNSC. AS A Prov-

ocation as well, an opportunity for the viewer to enter into the work
and deal with it over time. not feel that a cursory involvement i
sufficient.

A point that we, and the muscum professionals, made time and
time again. is that the best examples of objects containing such chal-

fenges are works whose meaning appears to be inexhaustible:

There's 1 Rembrande in {the Frick Collectionland 1 know
that every time T go to it it always has the same nugnetic

attraction for me. Althongh sometimes I'm looking at differ-

ent things withinit. .. Tknow that thatisa painting I prob-
bl will neveruse up.in part because ies such a complicated
painting. in terms of the depth of cmotion of the artist who
made it . . Other works, thirey sceonds” worth of looking.

heothed what it has to give voun Cratrd

vou've really a

Tn an obvious corollary, it seems that the tact of inexhaustibility, of
multivocality, was for many the key element in distinguishing great
from average works. Whether or not the work 1s relativels cusy or ret-
atively difticult, whether one has encountered it previoush—even re-
peatedly —or for the very first time. the most central condition is what

possibilities it holds for the viewer. It is these possibilities and the

ERIC,
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provocition they contain that make these particular objects and their
associated experiences significant and memorable.,

For experts, the art object also contains challenges that specitically
address their professional skills. Protessional involvement, which
might scem obstrucrive to aesthetic experience, is most often spoken
of quite favorably, as a deepening experience ina way that may be
unique for this particular group.

“I'he visual impact may be one of the f,st things.” as one person
states, but the experience

is never just based on the visual quality. Teis based on the
rescarch and knowledge of the validity of the object. the cor-
rectness of the object. Doing the rescarch. and tryving to find
out what this is, and was it really made then, and what do we
really have here, what are we talking about. how was it
made, i this how things were made ac that period—all of that

comes into play. 15 not just an automatic thing, (10%)

More generally, there is also the chatlenge of being able to place the
object within a broader context, within a farger. more comprehensive
frame of reference. “Fhe eaperts’ encounters. in short. imohe
developing a relationship with the object that may surpass the rel-
ative flectingness of nonprofessional acsthetic encounters. How to
make this deeper relationship with works of art available to the ca-
sual muscum visitor is seen by mamy muscum educators as their
main challenge,

THE VIFWER -~ Thus the skills of the viewer—-what it is that he or she
needs to bring to the aesthetic encounter—are very much at the center
of what leads to aesthetic experiences. Although there was no whole-
sule agreement among the respondents as to what these skills are,

there was considerable consensus as to the centraliey of the issue:

[ think there is [an aesthetic esperience ] but T don't know

how to describe 1, or what would produce . What affects
.

vour eve—-and vour setf—differs from what affects someone

clse. But ehat's what makes it interesting, In the long run alt

1,0
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vou can realhy dois from your own experience. making vour
own choices. And not care about what scholarly thing may be
said about this or that. You have to honesthv go with what's

coming through vour expericnce. through voureve. (13y)

No matter how optimal the viewing conditions might be. and no
matter how great the objects are, there remains the problem ot how
the viewer might best approuch the work of art and beneht trom the
encounter. Some of the more obvious skills for experiencing works of
art are training and education. A mmber of respondents saw these as
critically shaping their capacity to interact with and enjoy works ot art.

Some muscum professionals refused to generalize from their own
experience about the value to the general public of academic training:
“I don't think that a traincd art historian neeessarily .. L has a more
complete aesthetic experience.” says one respondent. although it
mav be “stightly different. o L itmight be intellectuatized inashightly
different way than [that of]a person who didn’r have these associations
with history. Perhaps tae untrained. the non=art historian. would have
associations with more personal types of history.”™ Nevertheless, for
better or worse. she also notes that “there will be more intellectual
engagement in front of an object about which one had a great deal of
knowledge™: it will have added to it “a different, anothier dimension
than the experience before an object about which one had very little
knowledge™ (123). Tt may be important here to note the tension be-
tween Cdifferent” and “more” or “hetter” Phere were, however. nu-

mcrous examples of both extreme view points:

I would even argue that there are many ait historians who
don't hunve aesthetie experiencees. They respond ta objects
inteHlectually, but they often aren’e moved by the beauty of
a work of art, Inomany wavs, 1t becomes an mtellectual

enCteIse. (g7

Pthink the experience that people have depends enor-
mauasty on what they are bringing to the work of artand what

they e looking for, \nd to a certain extent that means

]r‘xj
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knowledge. [ think its a highly individual thing, The reason
that there is a certain amount of let's say, agreement of judg-
ment among protessionals about cerwain things is that they
are bringing a certain similarity of experience and knowl-
cdge to looking at the thing, and looking tor similar things.
Seeing works of art means much to many people, and [ don't
think it need mean that much to that many people. | think
lots of people live pertecthy happy ives without ever going

IO & Museum. (4o2)

Most respondents, however, were unwilling to put aesthetic experi-

ences into ranking order as a function of how much training is brought
to them, but acknowledge thatitis all but inevitable that training adds
something, an extra dimension of engagement and understanding, Or
as another person puts e, 1itis stmply undentable chat “vour education
has a huge impact on how vou see something™ (ro-).

Despite the obvious importance of knowledge and education, there
is more at stake than the mere application of knowledge. As one cu-
rator notes, You can teach how something is composed. categorize it.
and show where itcame from and the importance of the patronage and
the personality of the artist and all these different facets.” but all of
these things “in themselves wouldn®o necessarily make somebody en-
jov or appreciate @ work of art.”™ What doces happen is that “at some
point . .. somchow . . . people sort of click on, and they suddenly
hegin to really Tove the process of looking ata work ot art”™ (10g),

Informed experience is a good term to characterize the process by
which exposure to works of art gradually transtorms the nature—and
the experience—ot aesthetic interactions, Informed experience in-
valves developing the ability to see as well as developing understand-
ing. Many of the interviewees saw the two processesas intimately re-
luted. s one person satd of “really seeing, ics not something that just
happens instantanconshy in front ot a work,”™ hut rather comes from a
“long process of accnmulating information™ Crog). As many of the re-
spondents noted. 1tis a caumulative process, and a multidimensional

one that necessarily hias the visual image ae s base;

1. '1 o
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One has to have astorchouse, one has to learn to do that. one
has tohave that visual baggage in order to begin to appreci-
ate other things. because it's the interdonnections between
things, the serendipitous connections that one can make that
really begin to get vou mterested in fooking at more things.

this whole fabric begins to develop. (412}

“To use a corny phrase.” as another person puts it, “before you fiy
vour have to walk.™ Viewing art is not only a receptive process, he ex-

pliins, but a ereative one as well:

and the one way yvou become creative as aviewer is to keep
soing to exhibits, going to the galleries, going to the shows,
read the art journals and magazines. prepare yourself as
much as possible, and yvou'll be amazed at how much more
vou'll enjon looking at art it vou have that kind ot back-

ground. (119)

Similarly: “ICs very important thee people read and educate them-
selves betfore going into a muscum. . .. One should realize that, just
as when vou go to an opera or a coneert of classical music, vou can gain
more by knowing something about the period in which the music was
written” (1o1).

Knowledge means educational experienge combined with sceing.
“They can't know the art from simply reading about it "They have to
go and look at it too. . . . What you really have to dois ... reading,

vou have to figure out the history, the past. But then you've got to go

and look. And just took and ook and look until you think vour cyes

are going to fatl out. And then vou go back and read some more, L.
It has to be s eonstant thing, You can never feel thatsou'se reached a
level that vou don't have to do one or the other anvmore™ (ror),
Bevond knowledge and visual experience., there are the more fun-
damental conditions of “how vou're brought up, with what kind of
ideas, and what you're confronted with . .o inyour ife™ (r1o). What
vou see and experience witlalways and inevitably be a function of who

vou dare. But what seems to matter most is the history of visual and
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aesthetic experiences itself. the recurrent engagement with works of
art in an intimate fashion. A number of the curators, when discussing
the impact of their professional careers on their ability to experience
art, spoke of the advantage of “hving with™ works of art. One person
maintains that such extended and intimate opportunities to interact
with works. to be with them daily. ultimately “makes vou see a tot

better” (1o7). Or. as another put it,

as one fearns to look. as one learns to notice details and to be
able to keep those details inone’s mind, to make a summars
judgment, as it were, of an object, then one can begin to
make quality judgments. ICs not casy to do. to look at a
picee of sculpture or painting and remember the bits. It's not

casy to keep all of those things in vour mind. (412)

One person supplied a usetul lustration of the diversity of per-
spectives concerning these issues of knowledge and experience in
conjunction with her description of a visit to one of her favorite exhi-
bitions. For her. in fact.the situation is quite the opposite of what we

have seen in the above statements:

[ don’t know anything about that macerial, I mean I've never
taken a course in it {and| part of me doesn’t want to know,
It's possible to keep things fresher it vou don't go into them.,
And T ean't think of anvthing that makes me feel better than
walking through those galleries and looking at that mate-
rial. . .. I don't have any of the art historical number that

comes into niy head while 'm looking acit. (1200

Unlike those who speak of a dialogue with an artwork, a few others
prefer to be captivated by the work. overcome by it. seduced. To may
he interesting to consider how this engagement with the essentially
unknown mav serve as a break or release from interactions that are so
imbucd with know ledge that the additional information detracts from
the freshness of the work irself.

After calling attention to the wavs in which knowledge intluences
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one’s response to works of art, we move more fully into those psycho-
togical and existential skills that are “in the person™ of the viewer.

These include physical atrributes as well as aztitudes. motivations,

and whatever else may influence the task of seeing. A surprising num-

ber of the people we interviewed (nearly a third) spoke of their own
“natures.” Thus, one person stated that while she was “basically a
person interested in words and abstract conceptions and narrative
forms and things.” and her analysis of these subjects was a function
of her “natural talent.” at the same time she atso believed that she
had “a gift for analyzing visual arts and two-dimensional, three-
dimensional things. .. . [havea very good eve™ (1o6). Similarhy, an-
other person is convineed it's something that many people have in-
herently: ifs not something that they need to tearn™ (10g).

The most nativist of the opinions were framed rather like the
following:

L ehunk its something wnch certam people are born with, An
eve can be cultivated, but vou have to have something there
to begin with, And it can be fine-tuned, fet's put it thatway.
And there's piles of education and exposiire on top of that.
hut there is a kemel. There's adrive, there s the education,

but theres something in the personality as well. (409
Others present the same point in more elaborate forms:

I have four children now, and cach one of them, from dan
one. just started looking around. The oldest is now hifteen
and s soon as she was born she started Jooking around the
delivers room. ... She sees things and she's takingitatlin,
and shes checking it all out T think that / probabls had o
predisposition just 1o look around . and think about itand

whatnot. (103

Some people aie viswal and some people’s alidivies Tiem

other forms of mtelectuat pursurt, Fhappen to be visual. Tt
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would be fair to sav that I nake quicker visual connections

than other people do. t120)

Although itis unclear just how many respondents would be willing to
date their present capacities to the delivery roomyitis clear that some

implicitly believe they possess gitts that are innate.

Somew hat less overtly nativistic in orientation, others simply note

that they are “visual people.”™ Whether by virtue of their genes or
through experience, they feel they use their eyes better than other
people do. 1t is perhaps for this reason that while an art historical
background appears to some to be an absolute necessity. thereare
others who believe that their own abilities more than compensate for
whatever knowledge-based background they do not possess.

Some curators spoke of another set of inborm skills that is not nee-

essartly visual:

There are people who have more or less sensibility, Meanimg
sensitivity, Tsuppose. 1 ehink it depends on their tempera-
ment. their spirit, and certainhy theirese. Fdo notthink that
it is 4 prerogative of educated peaple. T presume that it one
has the ability to make visualb connections that an cducation
helps agreat deal. and ehink the mostimportant education
is probably tooking: the mare one sces the more able he or
She s to put it in contentand to establish a rapport witheic
But | do not belicve that exervbody is able to respond. | he-
Beve ina certain degree of elitsm, Tmigheas well admit e
But the elinsm doesn't have to do with amything except the

development of one’s sensibilits. €390

Orer and abov e the native skills that the viewer may possess, his or
her frame of mind in approaching works of art is mentioned as another
important condition. In reflecting on their own experiences, sey eral
respondents emphasized the need to look atarcactively in order to
evpetience 1t fulls, And this, as one person quite adamantly msisted.

was no smiall task. Y major probleny in dealing with the viewing public
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that art professionals such as himself had become all too aware of was
just how passive the use of the sense of sight can be. Indeed. like a
number of other people we have quoted. he believed that there are
“good eves™ and “had eves,” or as another person put it “tin eves.”

Buta number ot the maseum professionals, rather than attributing the

various capacitics of their “eves™ to nature. attributed them instead

to culture and the specific forms of stimulation it ofters:

Isee itall the time. Students can remember facts and firures
and names. but they don't even know how to begin to re-
member images. They don't know how becanse theyve

never had o doic (4121

Fd sy most people don'thave avery good eve, they have not
developed their visual tacubes very well, And the reason for
that. espedially today. fis that] we're obhterated. icerally, by
mages all the tme="TV, movies and videos. newspapers
and magazines—just constanthy barraged by dungs. One's
cves have become sery much a passive instrument, one ven
seldom has o make any active, visual judgmient or cffort
with one’s eves. You reallv hase to be sery conscroushy in-
terested in getang somethimg, in making 4 personal meer-
pretation ot something, visuath, which I don’t think vers

mam people are. (o

The contemporary viewer is simphy not interested and attentive
cnough to face the chatlenges presented by the art object. If some-
thingis to be gleaned from the encounter with a work of art, explained
one curator, “vou've got to confront it although mavbe that's a hule
bit harsh or aggressive a word. You have to stand in front of it. You
have to oot atit. number one. And aee it number two. But that's g
big word, to “see” it7 (o). Onee more, it is almost as if the viewer
has to have courage enough to undertake the task of dealing with ob-
jects serioushy and attentivelv: it is only then that the aesthetic on-

perience can oceur:
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Part of it iv that vou have o be open to the possibilities. You
e to be able to put part of vourself aside and allow the ex-
perience to take place. Very powerful works of art put people
oft: they getvery defensive, getvery verbal about them. And
that's an indication of how strong the statements are. fo
have that aesthetic experience. there has to be a willingness

1O CAPCIICNCC, AN OPCRNess to experience. (133)

Another person notes that it is essential that he be in the “right
frame of mind™ when looking at works of art. "As Tong as there isn'ta
fot of competition for what i looking at.” whether internal or ex-
ternal. the possibility of aesthetie experience will exist. “Some-

times.” he goes on, P be in sore of a distracted mood and come

around the corner and see something thatis just so searingly heautiful

that it pushes out every other thoaght.”™ But for the most pare. he in-

sists, T have to gear myself up to look: T have to say okay, Fm going
into this show or to this exhibition™ (o=},

Another skill for “just neticing what's there™ is “a certain amount of
curiosity™ (1200 the viewer needs notonty to attend to the object but

also to want to attend, to be interested init

U think penple shoudd just biing curtosies and o feeling
that theyre feokimg torward to doing this tather than they're
dreading 1t . . . that its going to be pleasuable and not be-
cauise they need to see it to talk aboutiewith thew fricnds or
1S a sehaol assignment or there’s some kind of duty or pres-
sire. T mean, we have enough dutios and pressures, and |1
don't think sceing the lat st e exhubition shondd be o duts

aned a pressure: it should bea pleasiie. trom

Curiosity, in this instance, is again 4 condition for expericnee: one
must want to find outabout the objeet, to explore i, to know it inti-
mately as wellas what 1eis about. Yet i another sense curiosity is
kil that the viewer both has in some measure from the startand de-

velops over the vears. Curiosity about a work of art cannot be vague
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and diffused but must be focused—with the kind of focus that follows
from knowledge and experience. What we also see here is that the en-
counter with works of art needs to be motivated from within. Thus,
in the words of another person, "Fhe optimal experience is when vou
set out to go sce something in particular and vou make a point of
going. . . Forexample, people make what vou'd almost have to call
pilgrimages to see certain works of art” (111). "They go, in other words,

with a definite aim in mind: to see something that they want to see.,

something they are intrinsically motivated to see. It has to be really

done because vou want to do it, and not because vou're just looking
ata work to satisfy the person vou're with or whatever. . . to do it for
vourself because vou want to get something out of it . . vou antici-
pate thar vou will get something out of it (103).

Along with attentiveness, curiosity, and intrinsic motivation is the
further condition of the anticipation of reward, the expectation that
enjovment will result from viewing art. Without this reward there
would be little rationale for stepping into the museum and for under-
taking the effort needed o make works of art come to life. If vou want
the rewards, the same curator savs, it is imperative that “vou work at
it. Again, I keep using that word. butit's true: ics work to gee that in-
fisrmation out of a work of art. You're only getting out what vou bring
to it” (105). Another person deseribes how all of the conditions we

have been discussing must necessarily go together:

Preparation of all kinds has got to be puart of the process, Tt
would tuke several forms. one of which would be [having
the] intellecrual underpinnings. "T'hen there's also a prepa-
ration of vourself, vou've got to get vourselt together, You
choose the momentif vou can. You look forward to it build
up the anticrpation. 10 kind ot like good <ex: there™s alotof
foreplay involved. Besides the formal preparation, there’s
mental preparation. And there has to be that willingness o

let it happen. (133)
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Given that the encounter with art often requires both considerable
work and the use of a whole range of skills, it should come as no sur-
prise to fearn that support is also necessary, some torm of encourage-
ment and direction that might tead viewers to engage themselves with
a measure of conviction, Role models, for example, may be instru-
mental in this context, “watching how other people do it, people 1 re-
spect.” as ore person puts it It is important to have “reinforcement
from people who have come to believe in me, whom I respectas well--
that kind of reinforcement gives me the permission to trust my in-
stinets” (1o4).

A rectprocal relationship seems to exist between visual confidence,

which can be enbanced by reliance on one’s own resources, and an
openness to new and unknown experiences that contront viewers and
cause them to shed any “false confidence™ they mav possess. Con-
necting this idea of confidence with the issue of anticipation of re-
ward, onc person notes that

having some measure of success in communicating builds
vour confidence, allows you to open sourself up and relax
and contront it, confront vourself, literally to stand in front
of wwork and take 4 deep breath and shake itali otfand open
vourscf up to whatever might surface outof thatand go from
there. The viewers [must] feel contident of using their own
two ¢eves and knowing that by looking, and with their own
experiences. they can draw enongh information to make ira

rewarding experience. (105)

While it is imperative that viewers be secure enough in their own
aesthetic abilities to be able to confront the waork of art comfortably
and with the anticipation that some kind of reward will follow, itis also
imperative that this security not become so hardened that new expe-
ricnces (Fwe can even catl them that in such a case ) ire merely assim-
ilated to the old. In pointof fact, itshould be clear that this would not

really invohve security atall bu rather insecurity: the Hip side of one’s
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comfort in prejudice is the discomfort attendant on the encounter

with the new. the difheult to assimilate. As one curator noted:

There's a reluctance o feel foolish about something. Hvou
can insulate vourself, or protect vourself from being in chae
position, or appearing to be in that position—appear, sound
as if vou are foolish about are—1 think that has a lot to do with
it. That has something to do with what specialization s

about. (130)

To toreshadow a point that will be addressed later in more detail, it

would seem that a primary role of the museum is to provide the kind

of environment, both physically and educationally, that can supply

the viewer with the support and confidence to confront works of art

openly and honestly.

POSSIEBEHLITTES

This seetion will review various ways in which aesthetic experiencee
might be facilitated for the viewing public by drawing on the sugges-
tions and concerns of the museum professiomals. Many professionals
have asked themselves the question recenty posed by Susan Myers
(198%): “Are muscums getting in the way of the aesthetic experi-
ence?” From what has been said above, it tollows that the answer must
be in the athirmative. Phis is Decause any institution that sets as its
goul to communicate with an audience of varied backgrounds and dit-
fering expectations is bound to disappoint some of its public. As long
as the task was defined in terms of narrow by circumseribed elite val-
ues. the muscum could expecta certain level of viewing sKills from its
audience, present its material accordingly, and be certain that it had
fultilled its mandate. But it the musenmy's role is interpreted more
broadlv as a mission that encompasses all age groups, cultural origins,
and social strata, then it becomes extremely ditticule to design a pro-
gram of commumication that will be effective and meaningful across a

broad range of the potential audience. These “conflicting visions,” as
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they have been called. are one of the central concerns of the modern
art muscum gsce Zotberg 1981, 1984).

How can a muscum help viewers to experience the expanded state
of consciousness that a rich encounter with works of art can provide—
given that the tevel of relevant skifls in the audience s so variable?
Whoever could answer this question would solve one of the central
problems facing muscum curators and educators. Since there is no de-
finitive answern we propose possible solutions. One op 1on is to ap-
proach the communicative task in a frankly experimental fashion—by

specitving the variables involved in instadlations, by varying them one

at a time. and by recording the effects of changes on the audience.

Many museums are aready embarked in such experimentation. or
instance. the staft ar the Denver Art Muscum, inchuding cducators,
curators. and members of the publication deparument. with the help
of 2], Paut Gerry Trust grant. used ideas from an carlier draft of the
present volume to design tive experimental variations in labeling tor
their museum. Some of these labels were extremely innovative and
effective in stimulating audience interaction with the work of art.
With time. resules of similar studies witl accumutate, making it in-
creasingly possible tor musceums to tacilitate the aesthetic experience.

At this point, however, we will restrict ourselves to SUEECSTIONS
made by our sample of muscum protessionals. Beginning with some
abvious issties. seyeral catted attention to the need tor good lighting,
for fewer or less intrusive muscum guards, for more benches and rest
rooms. for arcas conducive to calm relasation, and tor retreshments.,
as well as the need for effective handling of such recurrent problems
as cronds and noise. Most generally, they insisted on the importance
of eliminating distractions, thereby helping the viewer to see some-
thing and benetit trom it "Taken together. these suggestions relate to
one of the basic conditions of the aesthetic experience: the focusing
of attention. TEmuscems could provide a pleasing environmentand ac
the same time prevent musions, works of age would bave o betes
chance to make an impact.

\More often. however, the predommating concemn was with the
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viewers' sKills: how to provide didactic information and other suppore
for enhancing the viewers™ confidence and motivation. Often these
goals were directly related to the provision ef a psychologically secure
environment. Let us now turn to the firsst of thesz issues, namely,
what kind of didactic information is the most effective.

The kind of prior knowledge seen to be necessary in order to ben-
cfit from an encounter with a work of art is in large measure dependent
on the respondents’ professional responsibilities. Those working in
muscums with many archacological artificts, for instance, have differ-
entopinions than those working in muscums of contemporary art. For
the former. didactic material is deemed necessary simply to allow
viewers to know what they are looking at; an unfamihar object should
be identified. In the case of contemporary art, however, some profes-
sionals feel thatany form of explication should be avoided. forit would
relieve viewers of the challenge of coming to terms with the work on
their own,

As a curator of ancient art states:

I like to see more information. For mstance. there's a won-
derful development of Chinese ceramies from the carliest
periods up to the Ming dynasty, and it would be nice to have
somethmg of L chronology menuoned. a map of where the
centers for producing these porectains and carthenwares und
stonewares ares how it relates to what was going on in Japan
and Korea: the impact of onental art—the blue and white--
on what was going on in the Wescat the same time., and w hat
was going onn the Islamic nations. M those are really im-
portant to the cducation of the nseume-goer, and vet von

st don't see that sort of thing in the musceum at all, (113

Reterring to a specitic hatl in the muscum in which she had until
recently worked, she laments that “there reatly isn't much informa-
von: there's no information tething where the reticts came from, how
they fitinto the whole palace, what Assyrian architecture was like at

that point, what it meant . . . giving patace plans, relating the frag-
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ments that we have to what the originat looked like.” Thus her goals
there involved “doing a lot of graphics and maps and palace plans and
evervthing™ in order to begin to rectify the situation by supplying the
necessary skills for a meaningful experience. 1 think it varies.” as
one person succinetly states. “depending on the material and the de-
gree of unfamiliarity. Some shows realiy do require more explanation™
(1o1). Another respondent, musing on similar issuces, savs that for her
the optimal conditions

would have something to do with looking at one thing at s
time. in a dark space. where you heard the comversations of

the people of the period in the picture tlking to cach other

in the language they were alking, and vou had the music
that was uppropriate to that period. and vou had, sav. a hun-
dred quotes from writers of the period deseribing things that
had something to do with the object that vou were looking
at. Althcugh T don't think a great work of art needs it the
more vou bring to itand the more you pump into it the more

interesting ies going: to be tor vou. (120)

Whiie didactic information is often desirable. most respondents
agreed that it must be presented in an unobtrusive manner, perhaps
through discrete computer terminals. Additionally. many thought
that muscums should also have accessible information, such as a hi-
brary, as is stressed in the following deseription of one curator’s idea
of the opumal context:

R: A pleasant atmosphere, proper space to work in with all the
resotrrees you want close at hand. Those things certainhy are
NCCTSSII.

().K. Resources, meaning . .. ¢

. Oh. reterences, catalogues. photographs of comparable ma-
ternal, other vises, But havimg alb those things clase by 1os
hard to qust min down five nles and ip through the stachs

of periodicals or whatever else. That's nat optinal. You

150
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sometimes tose the momentor the momentum or both, “[his
stuspended by itselt is nice. as a tvpe of experienee for a
while, but vou atso want to look at what goes with it and how

does it fit into the overall picture. the context, (4201

It was repeatedly noted that a good muscum provides a sore of di-
ductic environment that extends bevond the wall fabels and enhances

aesthetic experiences immeasutably:

Sceinga work of artin {a less comprehensive muscum] is not
going to mean as much as [secing] the same work here, be-
cause vou have the good companions that surround it and
make it resound a hicde bit more. And having a great librars
hehind vou to streteh vour mind about itand what itis doing,

You need ali of those ingredients. (i31)

Information of various sorts is sometimes catled for, and it should be
presented with a measure of subtlery and sophistication. “T'he main
point is that it be accessible it it is wanted.

lFor a few respondents, virtually all information is superfluous: It
people are allowed to just be there and ook, that's good enough, If
its quiet and if there's good lighting.™ the possibility will exist “for
experiencing lart] on an important fevel™ (1og). Convineed that the
genuine work of wit can speak tor itself. this curator thinks there is
simply no need to have anything else ready for the viewer—not betore,
notduring, and notafter. "l guess if Twas going to build an experience
for someone.”™ another person pucit, “I'd put one great picture in a
room . .. and that's it. jone] per room.™ In this way the muscum
would be “torcing vou to focus in on something”™ (ri1), And from his
perspective, this is exactly what it should do. Yeu most of the curators
were acutely aware that the presentation of informative material was

not an all-or-nothing proposition:

You walk o difhicule Tine: samctimes exhibitions are pae
sented almost as ihuserations to theories, There are some

shows thut vou walk through and people are more mieresied

160
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in rcading the et accompanying che show than in fooXing
at the works ot art. And to me. thatis an imbalance. becatse
vour first reason for existing is the care and the presentation
of objects, the ereation of a visual experience. Thave a prob-
fem with muscums that hase gone the way of Wilkmuans and
wands. When vou go into those kinds of exhibitions, vou
often see people walking along, looking down at the wand in
their hand, and chey're Aearimg the exhibition. buc they
aren't fookirg at it or they e being channeled o look atonly
what theyre being wld o look acinstead of exploring ic for

themselves, (o)

With these Kinds of distractions and withgat control over what they
are looking at, itscems virtaally impossible for viewers to achteve any-
thing even approaching an acsthetic experience.

T'he anwareness of this .on line between too littde and too much in-
tormation leads most of the respondents to believe that the presen-
tation of didactic material, it itis not to undermine the acsthetic ex-
perience. must be done subtly and with cleai goals in mind. One
person directly involved in muscum education had both exceptionathy

clear goals and a realistic sense of what could be accomplished:

The chalienge of making an audiovisual presentation and
putting it in 4 muscim is to tihe the work of arc and tind a
wav ol transtforming it or abstracome it or doing something
with it which muakes it accessible ta the nund of the person
who sees the pretine o looks at the sartprore. Tehink there
are very pewerful wans that VS can do that. Te can open
up aesthetic asaeness and pereeption I think, i wass thae
are not generathy understood, bue are very powerfut it done
well, I vou put somebods inan extubition let's say vou
onhy have ten minutes to do somethine thatisn'c st looking
At the work of it sou canread a Libell o von can hean a

story, onvor can dowhateser, What Fd dos give thema en-

minute VAL which takes awhole set o Tustoniaal wdeas and
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aesthetic viewpoints and all these other things and com-
presses it into a suecinet statement which serves as a transi-
tion for the visitor between the neatrality of walking in. to
» the experience of being engaged with those works of art
when thevre actually in the show—reually thinking in rela-

tion to them, (127)

All these suggestions imply that enough information should be
present to set the experience in motion, cither by claritving the chal-
lenges of the work or by enhancing the skills of the viewer. but thatit
not be so acavy-handed thatit subverts the opportunity for active dis-
covery, Aside from the more intellectual information  provided
through labels, audiovisual presentations. or printed matter. a num-
ber of muscum protessionals discussed wavs in which. through the
presentation or installation of the works themselves. perceptual and
visual skitls might best be enhanced.

Particularly important in this context is the idea of juxtaposition:
“pictures are set next to one another or with objects™ in such a way
“that it allows one to do a certain amount of comparison”™ on one’s
own (101). Likewise, while another person acknowledges that “we
normally group objects chronologically or by nationality.” which is
“probably the gasiest and most straightforward way to present works
of art.” he also points to the possible importance of juxtapositions
whereby “people can learn by looking at related objects” across both
time and media,

Another frequendy mentioned vehicle for facilitating aesthetic ex-
perience is »-ucation that takes place outside the confines of the mu-
scum itselt, bot’yin the context of formal instruction and on the view -

er's own, One curator sums up the issue:

I think one of the main barriers i approaching and dealing
with art is familiarity. We are oght how to read, and we
were tanght hinguage. and we can recognize those words and

sotunds. And these are shills which we Tearn i scehiool, bt
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we don'tlearn visually how o read a painting or how to ook
atart. And that kind of compositionat study is a way of read-
ing the painting. Then. of course. one can read it cutturatly
and in terms of the socicny of the time that the artist Hived.
And one can read 1t intetiectually in terms of the ideas and
work from there, But there's alwavs some aesthetic end to

it too. (112)

Bringing this problem back to the muscun and what its possible re-
sponsibilitics are, aside from the display of objects. another person
contends that “Its very much in the interest of muscums to be train-
ing or cducating their own future public”™ (1o3).

Parallel to several of the conditions discussed in the first section of
this chaoter. the most basic avenues for facilitating meaningtul en-
counters with works of art scem to derive from the interpenetration of
knowledge and experience. If they are to obtain maximum benetit
from the experience viewers simply cannot enter the museum empty-
handed: they need skills, especially visual ones, and they need prac-

tice. One respondent in particular stressed the fact that education, in

concert with the muscum experience, can also assure that the viewer

does not fewte the museum empty-handed. This person indicates one
of the primary motivations jor seeking to facilitate the acsthetic

experience:

I'he one thing the muscum is inving o develop is a sense of
personal taste on the part of its audience .. L develop some
know ledge and with that knowledge some contidence n the
individual that his taste can existe and its imporane. eall it
visual hteracy. I vou can't read, yvou know that vou're dehi-
cient. I vou can’t make Lesthetic distinetions. people are
fess imediately aware that there'™s something deticient. Bur
if people don't deselop that contidence, theyre deprived of
a2 uemendaous sowree of pleasuie. And thevire deprved of o

temendous wav of expressing then idennies, of takimg pude
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in and molding the environment they live ing the objects
they surround themselves with., They become pres to all of
the materialistic, advertsing forces which are constantly
telling evervone what they should do. T would much rather
see that we were giving them a licde confidence and a litde
interestin the factof' developing their own tastes: to me that
would be much more important than sending them away

with knowledge of a bitof art history, (128)

As this discussion indicates, confidence is perhaps at once a prereq-
uisite for and a result of meaningtul interactions with works ot are. ‘o
engender both the experience and the confidence, what the viewer
seems to need above all is that sense of support, security, and trust
that we carlier found to be the most basic precondition for acsthetic
experience.

In addressing this issue, we may find it useful first to consider some
of the negative conditions decribed by the muscum professionals.
“Where so many people getinto trouble™ is that “thev're looking for
these neat hittde packages that will spetl things out tor them und make
it instant tove or instant hate or whatever itis” (119). 'The viewers
themselves, this person indicates., are inclined toward being tormulaic

when dealing with works of art they want answers, solutions to the

trequentdy batting things they are contronted with, “Iv's a scany thing

to do.” as another person puts it “hecause you're never sure iyou're
right.” Yer even the recognition, noted above, that “there is no ab-
solute. one, right fevel on which o read 4 paintung”™ often cannot
lessen the anxiewny of dealing with art objects “alone.™

To this group of protessionals, it is panfully evident that people
come to these encounters “with a lotot cultural hang-ups, particulariy
in the arca of contemporary art . .. theyre hostile about it ..
thevie not ready to look or give mat all™ (2. And insecurity and
hang-ups can often harden into prejudices, even outright rejections.,

So many people, savs another curator, “are afraid that they “re not han -
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ing the right response.” even though—at least from her perspective—

“icdoesn’t matter.” As she puts it

Who cares? The sad thing is that a ot of people don't have
the response because they don't thank that they re supposed
to. or they don't think that they re alfowed to, or they don't
think they know enorgh to. And really, ic's real simple: s
just like looking at a sunset or something out the window.
You have as much right to look at a work of art as anvehing
clse. And all that stuft that gets in the way s what seems sad

tome. (1ol

Another person agrees that “alotof people are intimidated or tfeel like
‘Oh. 1 don't get am thing out of this, but mayhe [ should.”™ There is
also that “very seared attitude.” the inability to believe “thatits an
instructive. enriching experience.” Some visiters, she continues,
seem to feel that “they're going to be tested on their knowledge or
something like that™ troo). the anticipation being that they cannot
help but fail "To state an estreme: “Some people get so setin their
wavs” that they become “welded™ to “very tacky. tasteless things be-
cause theyve never been given the benetitof liking what they Tike at
any period in their life—they ve always been Tooked downatas “Oh,
vou can’t possibly like plastic HowersU—they getdetensive .. these
objects become offensive things to them rather than constructive
things.™ What must be done, she savs,is “break that evele.™ She in-
sists on stopping the defense mode™ so as te “continue the eyele of
tearning and improving throughouta lifetime™ Croo), We will examime
now how this might be done.

It 1s necessan to et people confident enough to enter wt's pres-
ence and interact in the presence without worrvig: somehow mu-
setms e to instill that contidence m people and the abilits to tiist
in their own two eves, therrown, and no one ehse’s. And that's a hard
ioh” Crosr Nevertheless muscums nust s (o “reach that audience,

to put them at case. 1o ke them feel that what they have s mote
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than enough . .. making them feet confident somehow, coming in
and entering it on whatever fevels you know, “whatever they have is
great.” " Inoaoword, the museum should try to support viewers., let
them know insome way that they are not necessarily as devoid of the
capacity to experience as they may think.

“Thave the feeling.” another person muses. “that they are standing
around surrounded by this very aggressive material, thinking, “\What
is it I'm supposed to be thinking about this?” I mean, we live ina very
self-conscious culture and there’s the illusion that evervbody is in-
formed about everything. But [ really think what they're informed
aboutis like the Tast twenty minutes.” Thus, she suggests that it may
be useful to trv to tink up the new with the already known, for in-
stance to ook at Frank Stelkyand think about Caravaggio” which is
exacthy what she has done in herown slide presentations. In this man-
ner she can “add solidity to what the presentis and also bring an ob-
jectfrom the past up into the present™ (120). Rather than trving to use
the present as an anchor. as curators who spoke about connecting art
to life experiences suggested. in this instance it is the past that is
used. With its solidity—and indeed legitimaey —it may serve to render
the new as less atien and distant.

This is especially needed. she notes, tor “special”™ exhibitions.
where “we get the same crowd vou getat the Gubs game. .. . eelas
though if you can provide some Kind of context for that or to open up
what the exhibition is about for them. rhat that is a useful kind of ac-
tivies.” Because there is a ot of content to deal with, this educator
deems it necessary to make it “less mysterious and more accessible to
people.” Inalt honcsty, she indicates, T don'tbelieve people faltin off
the street and have aesthene experiences, reatly don'e. T ehink they
nced all the help they can gete .. Hopefully in the end. the ultimate
experience is the experience with the real works of art™ (120).

A further problem is that “most people.”™ as one respondent be-
hieves, e realls muoch more mecrested inare mformation than thes
are about the artiself. They'd rather know alt the intimate deta, s of

Picasso’s rehationshiips with his mistresses and wives than try and un-
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derstand what was so revotutionary about Cubism or collage or assem-
bled sculpture™ (ro3). The trick, he savs, is “trying to find ways to
push the possible as far as T can go without turning people oft.™ even
if it means using cartoons and the like. T try to find wavs of trving to
fet people know that serious things can be discussed sometimes in a
lighthearted wav.”™ Most important. it is essential to take any and all
measures that can prevent people from feeling “at a loss.™ In these
few statements, we can see the issues of attention. prejudice. the
hook. as well as the recurrent need for confidence and securiey, all
emerging in full reliet,

In a similar fashion. once expert noted that she herself would “rather

look at one type of work then another.™ She asks:

Why shouldn’t I give the benefit of that te another person,
even it they may preter looking at clowi pictures than de
Kooning. But okav, lets give them the best clown pictures
then. And then mavhe because of that, they will be able to
look at de Kooning, You know it's alwavs a step up: voucan't
really start . . . vou have to fearn how to crawl before you can

cverwalk. (106)

For this person, the aim is not to meet viewers haltway, as it has been
for many of the others, but in fact to meet them all the way, to take
them stricthy on theirown terms. Most professionals helding this view
did not believe that people ought to stay there, of course, tooking at
cartoons and clown pictures. But it may be that this egalitarian cthic
i<, in some instances, the prerequisite forany development of the nee-
cssary skills at all, In almost subversive fashion, perhaps viewers of
the type being deseribed here can be shown the way only after thei
own interests ana needs have been fully metand reinforeed.

As one corporate curator tetls it vou have to be able to compromise

all the ume:

You have to deal with bad at, you mherit bad tasie, people

with bad taste, and you have tosomehow go from where they
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are. You can’e walk in a muscum and say, “Well, it vou don't
like this. vou obwioushy aren’t educated., that's all, and come
back to me when vou are.”™ ... T mean people come in and
they™ It save 1 hate. T really hate abstract are.”™ And 1 go.
“Wetl. do vou like Cézanne? Do vou like this:™ And Pl show
them a Cézanne ... and Tl sav, “Well, that's very abstract
if sou think aboutit. vou know.” and wlk about the trans-
tation of a three-dimensional to a two-dimensional surface

vou start to think of wavs to deal with that encounter.

not threaten people. (125)

In conclusion, what do these interviews suggest about how the mu-
scum environment may facititate the aesthetic experienee? The gen-
cral outlines of a coneeprual strategy are fairty clear.

First, the museum should communicate to the viewers that viewing
art is its own reward—a chance to embark on an adventure that will
challenge their senses, their emotions, and their knowledge. Within

this general goal, and depending on the viewer's tevel of skills, a num-

ber of more specific and graduated challenges might be provided, in

recognition of the fact that without a sense of purpose the encounter
with objects. and therefore the entire muscum visit, is bound to he
diffused and unsatistving,

Sceond, the viewer ought to be made to feel that there are no right
or wrong responses to the objects displaved. Instead of being a place
that promotes one correet way of responding, the muscum should try
to encourage a sense of adventure, of openness, After atl, the artises
who created the works on display more often than not were them-
selves iconoctasts searching tor new values and new forms of expres-
ston, At the sume time, it should be made ctear that viewing art is a
complex, challenging proposition.

To hetp the public develop the skills necessary to make the expe-
ricnee rewarding, the muscum should- in g departure from the tra-
ditional muscum presentation of art objects that implies only art his-

torical information is relevant-provide a diversin of tools that
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highlight the pereeprual, the emotional, the cognitive. and the com-
municative content of the works. While basic art historical data may
be sufficient for the expert. it fails to address the needs of the vast ma-
jority of the public. It is important that these tools—ranging from an-
diovisual aids to labels—be readily available, but itis even more es-
sential that they do not distract the viewer from the encounter jtself.

And finally. the optimal installation of art ebjects would help induce
the flow experience in the viewer by promoting concentration and
avoiding distractions. It would seek to relieve members of the public
from sclf-consciousness. from concerns about time, hunger, and fa-
tignie. Towould take into account the visitors” need for controlling their
own end of the interaction by allowing choices in terms of space. time,
privacy. and information. It would find ways to provide feedback to
the viewers responses. thereby making it more likely thac the dia-
fogue between person and object will continue and become more
complex.

In principle. these strategic requirements for enharcing the aces-
thetic experience are quite clear. How to put them into practice
within the institutional constraints of @ modern muscum obviously
poses a number of very difficult problems. But perhaps this blueprint,

together with the ingenuity and perseverance of protessionals in the

ficld. will help muscums to take their cultural mandate one step fur-

ther. In addition to being repositories of past excellence. they might
then become dy namic workshops in which the consciousness ofan in-
creasing proportion of the public is enriched by more complex

eaperiences,
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CHAPTER 6

Conclusions

.

~

hl
1 His srepy was undertaken in order to arrive ata beteer understand-

ing of what constitutes the aesthetie experience. so as to make it pos-
sible tor more people to derive a more intense enjoy ment from the use
ot their visual taculties. What have we fearned as a resutt ot this sys-
tematic imquiry?

Perhaps the basic contribution of this study is to suggest the im-
portance of conceprually separating the conzent of the aesthetic expe-
ricncee from its sezueture, Past thinkers have recognized the universal-
ity of the structure of the experience, remarking on the ubiquitous
centering of attention, sense of clarity, wholeness. freedom. and other
qualities that characterize the experience, From these simitarities
they erroncousty concluded that the content of the experience must
also be universal. It a particutar philosopher encountered the work of
art primarily on a tormat level, he aseribed the power of arresting at-
wention to the formal gualities of the work, It another approached
the object mainly in terms of emotional empathy, he would conclude
that it was the emotional charge of the object that produced the ex-
pericnce—and so forth for the other dimensions of experiencing,
such as the inteltectual or the commumicative, with all their numer-
ous variants.

In other words, a certain monotithic intransigence has characterized
previous approaches, cach of which has claimed to hold the keys to
the aesthetce realm. Tois elear why this happened as fong as the con-
tent of the experience was not differendated from ity dynamic strue-
tre. Butas soon as the two are seen as separate issues, it hecomes

much caster to see that while the tele qualite of the experience may
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be the same for every aesthetic encounter, the details that make the
experience possible are infimtely varied.

T'he consequences of this change in perspective are far from being
of academic interest onhve A major implication is that we are tree to be
as eclectic as possible in approaching art and in educating people to
appreciate it. The eriterion for the aesthetic encounter is not the ad-
herence to a canon of essential attitudes—be they formal, historical,
religious, soctological, emotional, or any other, Anv or all of these will
do. "The eriterion for the aesthetic experience is the expertence itself,
however it is arrived at.

This claim might prove to be liberating, but if this were atl we
lcarned from the study, it would not be much. Fortunately, we have
also come to a more detailed understanding of what the structure
of this experience is like, what makes it possible. and how it changes
over time. T'his knowledge, in turn, gives us a better idea of how
to maximize the frequeney and the intensity of the aesthetic
CNperience.

To summuarize the resules of this investigation, it will be useful to
give a possible basie definition of the acsthetic experience. On the ba-
sis of what we have learned. we can define itas an intense involvement
of attention in response to a visual stimulus, for no other reason than
to sustain the interaction. "The experiential consequences of such™a
deep and antotelic involvement are an intense enjovment character-
ized by fecelings of personal wholeness. a sense of discovery, and a
sense of human connectedness.

Note that this definition only deals with what we have called the
structural elements of the experience, rather than with it content.
The content enters the discussion in terms of two sets of precondi-
tions that make the experience possible: the challenges contained in
the objectand the skitls of the viewer. As bizs been detatled in Chapter
2. the challenges of artare mainly of forr tvpes: the formal structure
of the work, its « motional impact. the intellecural references it car-
rics—its art historical, cultural, historicul, and biographical implica-

tions, and the communicative possibilities it presents—and the op-
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portunitics it creates for a dialogue with the artist. his tme, and
within the viewers themselves. Without this content there would be
nothing to arrest the viewer's attention, and conscequentty there
wotlld be no experience.

‘The questionnaire results reported in Chaprer 3 have shown that
while the structure of the aesthetic experience is rated in similar
terms by all the museum professionals regardless of apge. training, and
present professional specialty. the relative emphasis on contentvaries
considerably. Thus the quantitative data confirmy that while the same
dimensions—such as clarity of goals. feedback. the pereeption of chal-
lenges., the use of skills—are equally important parts of the aesthetic

experience, the actual stimuli that will trigger the experience are very

different for different people. For example. the curators of premodern

art trained in art history may tend to pereeive the challenges of the
acsthetic encounter mainhy in terms of knowing more about the ob-
ieet, while art educators may see the challenges as communicating the
content of the work to a wider audience.

Corresponding to these varied opportunitics toraction are the skills
the viewers possess. These willallow interpretation of and reaction to
the challenges contained in the work. A certin amount of visual dis-
crimination scems to be indispensable. "The theoretical model sug-
gests that a person with only rudimentary pereeptual skills, o person
who has never exercised visual diserimination to compare, contrast.
and evaluate visual stimutic will be unable to derive an aesthetic ex-
perience from any but the mostsimple forms. Only when challenges
and skills are nearly in balance does attention become tocused. Con-
sequenty, a complex work of art will engage onhy a person who has
developed comples visual skills. Probably tor this reason, the ques-
tonnaires have shown that all muscum professionals, regardless of
background or presentsp scialization. cqually endorse the importance
of tormal responses to the art object.

fomotional responsiveness, knowledge of the period. of the cutture.
and of the artist, @ familiarity with techniques and schools of

art, a4 willingness and an ability to communicate w ith the wark and 1ts
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contents are the other shills viewers must have in order to interact
with the opportunities presented by the art object. None of these
skills is essential, but they all can enhance the experiencee. The depth
().r.complcxity of the acsthetic experience—but not its intensity—
depends on how many of these dimensions are used in the interpre-
tation of the work.

There seems to be a developmental trend in the interaction with

works of art, a trend that unfolds in similar stages during the course of

a person’s life. Tt appears that many people are first attracted by the
visual impact of the formal qualities of objects, such as an unusual and
strong shape ora vivid color combination. Biographical references and
emotional content are often the second step. Inteltectual challenges
are usually discovered later. and sometimes unwillingly, Some people
apparently resist using intellectual skills to interpret objects. for fear
that attending to historical or sociological dimensions mav interfere
with the sensorv interaction. disrupting the concentration necessan
to sustain the experience. From this they deduce that an intellectual
approach is antithetical t the real aesthetic encounter. While this
might be empirically true in their cases., it is certainhy not true in prin-
ciple, for when people become confident in their intellectual skills.
they can scamlessiv integrate the intellectual dimension of interpre-
tation with the perceptual or the emotional dimensions, without be-
coming distracted and thus disrupting the experience. In fact. wben
these different skills are brought to bear on the object simultancousiy,
the experience becomes inevitably more complex and profound.
However, a related studv of art collectors (Robinson 1988Dh) sug-
gests that there is no exact sequence of development a person must
follow to beecome an expert inart. What tvpe of art one begins with,
and for what reasons, does not seem to matter. One person’s fascina-
tion with art may be the result of long-standing family tradition. an-
other’ the result of a fortuitons accident. One person may start re-
sponding to emotional qualities in the work and then become
interested inits historical dimensions, why - another may start out

being intrigued by the personality of an artist and veans later develop
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sensitiviey to the technical qualities of cereain works, In other words,

in terms of content there does not seem to be any clear-cut sequence
of how a person becomes an expert in art.

There is. however, a very interesting and important pattern that
distinguishes collectors in terms of the structure of their aesthetice de-
velopment, 1o put it simply, some people never change the way in
which they respond to works of art. Year after vear, they see the same
chaltenges. and they do notdevelop new skitls. Other collectors, how -
ever. begin to see new possibilities in works of art as their familiaricy
with them inereases, and they gain mastery in new areas of expertise.
Collectors of this tvpe tend to have more complex responses to art
(that is. they retate to more dimensions of the work). and their re-
sponses tend to be organized inacsthetic frameworks held together by
a personal project rather than by social conventions. "Thus one might
sav that development of expertise in art consists in feaving open the
possibility of experiencing new dimensions of art objects,

In certain domains such as mathematics. orscience. logic, and even
morality, psycehologists claim that learning must proceed by certain ir-
reversible steps. For instance. in mastering numbers one must tirst
fearn to operate with conerete quantities before learning to manage
abstract ones. "Therefore it has been customary to expect that all de-
velopment must be sequential and irreversible. At the very carliest
stages of aesthetic appreciation, in the first vears of lite, there might
indeed be such clear-cut steps in the development of aesthetic re-
sponses. 1t seems, for example. that the fist eriterion small children
evervwhere apply to a drawing is whether itis messy or not. 1 icis
messy, they dislike itz it it is not, they like it But such simple dis-
tinctions are soon overshadowed by the complenity of challenges
works of art present. With voung adults, it doces not scem to matter
whether a person is most responsive to the cognitive, the expressive,
ot the visual elements of art. What does sean to matter however, s
whether this responsivencess is personally meaningful, and whether it

“hecomes progressivels more comples with time.

It all of this is true. the acsthetic espericnce can be tiken as one
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form of Row, or optimal experience. related to many similar experi-
ences that share the same structural attributes—deep concentration a
sense of control and freedom madc possible by a balancing of chal-
lenges and skills, and a continuous devetopment of meaningful com-
plexitv—experiences that follow immersion in religious rituals. in ath-
letic competition, or in the performance of music or plaving chess, in
fact, any of a great number of structurea interactions with the envi-
ronment that result in deep enjovment. Vhy, chen, are these expe-
riences so enjovable that they are pursued for their own sake?

At some point neuroscientists will no doubt identify a chemical
change somewhere in the central nervous system that takes place
whenever we enjoy what we are doing. When that happens, most
people will say, "Oh. Tsee. enjovment is nothing but a matter of bio-
chemistry. Tois caused by chemical changes in the brain.™ Such a mo-
lecular explanation unfortunately will not be very ithuminating, be-
cause an equally justified inference would be: .\ chemical change in
the brain is caused by enjovment.”™ .\ relationship between, say, en-
dorphin levels in the brain and a subjective sense of joy would not tetl

us much about the experience. A more pertinent account might iden-

tify the adaptive significance of enjoyment within an evolutionary

framework. At this peint we can only speculate, but it is worth con-
stdering what that connection might be.

Lvery organism must be motivated to carry out actions that will en-
sure its survival. "T'he most common mechanisms that have evolved to
motivate living organisms are pleasure and pain. In the human species
the two maost basic survival necessities, cating and reproducing, have
become connected through evolution with feclings of pleasure. This
connection ensures that individuals will be motivated to remain alive
and reproduce, thereby allowing the continuation of the species. Pre-
sumably, animals that did notdevelop this association between cating
or sexual activiey on the one hand and pleasure on the other -and that
had no other means of ensuring that these activities would be carried
out—had fewer incentives to grow and to multiply and therefore had

a lesser chance of surviving,
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But teeding and reproduction are certainhy not the onhy survival pa-
rameters for such a comnplex organism as a human being. Humans
have prospered as a species only hecause they have been able to find
opportunicies in environmental niches to which they were not origi-
nathy adapred. ‘The human presence in the world has tuken the torms
of a constant discovery of new challenges und @ concomitant urge to
develop new skills. Te may be suggested. theretore, that the human
propensity to find challenges and to develop skills is the result of this
process having become linked with an enjovable experience. just as
tfood and sex have. Of course this does notexplain how the linkage has
come about, but it does suggest why the How experience. based ona
balancing of skills and chaltenges thatinevitably feads to higher levels
of complexity, is so enjovable.

To identify the commonalities berween the aesthetic experience
and the fow experience is only the first step. "The nexe question be-
comes: What differentiates the acsthetic from other Kinds of How ¢x-
periences? Clearty the peculiar nature of the challenges contained in
art objects and the skills required for interacting with them detine the
specitic quality of the experience. Aesthetie enjoyment difters from
other kinds in that the <kills requited are interpretive and lead to a
sense of unfolding discoverv—a discovery, to be precise, of human ex-
periences. The visual arts provide this sense of discovery in the form
of conerete objects that embody human action,

Al How experiences lead toa more intense interaction with the en-
vironment. to a development of potentialities: in sports a person be-
comes more disciplined and increases his physical fitnesssin chess the
discipline teads to heightened rational processes and a keen compet-
itive edge. The aesthetie experiencee develops sensitivity to the Aerng
of ather persons, to the exeellence of forn, to the style of distant his-
torical periods. to the essence of untamiliar civilizarions. Tn so doing,
1t changes and expands the being of the viewer

It is not an exaggeration to say that these features-of the acsthetic
chcounter have avital bearing on the survival of the human specices.

While reason and science help us ta know and contiol the environ-

JATIR)
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ment, they are not particularly well suited for helping us to under-
stand ourselves and one another. Total involvementin an acsthetic ex-
perience forees viewers to confront their emotions and values and
provides a taste of sharing the essence of other beings, other wayvs of
life. I evolution—as distinet from technical progress—is to continue,
then the aesthetie experience will play a centeal role in it

Of course none of this means that the only way to achieve this state
of consciousness is by looking at works of art in muscums. \s
so many of our muscum protessionals have stressed. a person with
skills in visual interpretation can be involved by forms in anv context—
the subway or a Mexican village will do as well as the National Gal-
fery. Yer muscums have the responsibility to preserve the best chal-
lenges art can provide and to develop the potentials of viewers to ap-
preciate them,

To increase the number of people who can respond to the chal-
lenges of art and to increase the interpretive skills that heighren the
experience is no casy task. The intensity of enjovment so evident in
the interviews of these professionals is rare. Tt can be achieved onh
by those fortunate enough to have an extraordinary sensitivity to vi-
sudl stimulic or by those who have invested much time in looking and
interpreting what they see. Mostof us are not so lucky : many are born
with “tin eves™ and taek the time o learn how to see. The develop-
ment of porentialities in every domain requires investments of time

ad energy that must come at the expense ot some other achieyement,
Chiess masters must constanthy hone their skills at the game and have
litele opportunity to do anvthing else: good musicians must constanth
rehearse to stav in good form. Art, said Fmerson, is a jeatous mistress.

Given that there are so many competing goals to strive tor, is it re-
alistic to hold out hope foran increase in visual literaey for the general
poputlation? We might tuke the Roman saving, A dowga, cota bre cis Gin
addition to its more tradinional mterpretation) to suggese the futilio
of expecting large numbers of people to develop theiracstherice skitls

when taced with the shortess of hife. Yer the enhancement of selt that
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the aesthetic experience uniquely provides is too important tor any
culture to neglect,

The structural model of the acsthetic experience. already so often
invoked in these pages. suggests some principles for how that expe-
ricnce might be optimized. In the tirst place. we have seen that con-
centraticn on the object is essental. No matter how great the works
of art displaved. thev will not be able to engage the viewer as long as
there are distractions competing tor his or herattention, 'Fhe mostob-
vious task of muscums is to provide wavs for this intense concentra-
tion tH oCCur.

But even stitlness and focus are not enough to attract viewers” at-
tention to the object, unless they have clear goals or some idea of what
to expect from the encounter, "Fhe goal of most visitors is simply o
“do” the muscum, to walk through it so that they can say they have
been to it nodding on the way to those familiar objects that justify the
institution’s renown, fris what one of the curators apely termed a "Ro-
lodex™ approach, Few visitors plin to meet the challenges of the art-
work. to wrestle with the meaning it contains, Even so. occasionally
a picce may arrest the casmal visitor, torcing him or her to come to
terms with one or another of its dimensions, But trivial goals tend to
set up expectations for superficial encounters, which prevent the ex-
perience from progressing very far. Tt would be difficule for a musenm
to transform the viewers goals through direct didactic intervention. Tt
seems more cffective to change the expectations of the audience by
installations subtly designed to suggest dimensions of ¢chatlenge that
the viewer might recognize and respond to, Traditional display s might
unfortunately reinforee the expectation thatall the audience has to do
is parade in front of the objects.

But supposing that a work doces arrest the passctbyt often that in-
volvement will be aborted for lack of clear teedback. What the cura-
tors catl self-contidence and assurance in the art encounter is a sense
of control based on knowing how to read the feedhack to one's in-

rerpretive moves, Fach fecling, cach response to the object can be

[
‘e
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rested by tooking for new evidence that will confirm or call into ques-
tion one’s Arstimpressions, Yet this process of discovery requires con-
fidence bred of experience and training-——precisely the skills that the
lavperson lacks.

Fventually the argument comes back to the same conclusion: with-
out skills to recognize the possibilities contained in the artwork, the
eaperience will remain shallow. Without sensitivity to the power con-
centrated in a wetl-made object. without interest in the fectings em-
bodied in it. without curiosity about the existential context from
which it sprang. even the most moving work will remain mute. Just
one of these skills is enough to taunch the experience. but in the ab-
sencee of any, not much can be expected.

The dificulty museum educators face is that they cannot plan for a
universal hook to engage the attention of the visitors, whose skills are
diverse and generally unknown. "Therefore, they cannot plan for a
point of entry that would bring the challenges of the work of art into
halance with the undeveloped skills of the various viewers, Aiming for
the average is sensible but largely unsuccesstul, because there are in
reality few average persons, or at least they are average in vers differ-
ent wavs, A better strategy is tor the museum to provide as many
bridges as possible between the viewer and the art, drawing on all the
dimensions that the work contains, from the historical-anecdotal to
the starkly formal, Bur this bridging between skills and challenges
must be done in an unobtrusive way that will not diminish concentra-
tion on the work itself.

If these suggestions sound like instructions for how to square the
circle, the impression is not far off the mark. Ivis extremely ditheutt
to fead a person to experience something he or she has no interest in
or has no abilities tor. In a culture as concerned with the bottom line
as ours is, people feel that investing effort in the pursuit of material
goals makes sense, but that such frills as the appreciation of art should
come naturatly, s one curator heated!y complained about the casual

way in which people assume that he has special expertise:

2
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No.itis, itis so sad sometimes. ‘Phese naise and trusting

people have been brought up—1 don't know how .. thac it
is possible to. .~ You know. | have so much trouble decid-

ing what's good and what's not good. and 1 would like to buy
for investment.” That's the first thing that riles me. Oh, 1l
give vou the typical comments that people make. “Oh, and
vour have such wonderful tastes.” That's another thing that
makes my bile rise Haugh]. 1o nota question of tastes. “Oh,
could vou just stt down and telt me and explain to me how
o ANnd theny ina way, that s very condescending be-
cause T oL Damn i T worked very hard to reach that
point. ... And | read grear, huge, thick books when |
should have been doing other] things, And L1 worked

forit. (113)

To develop fully the skills necessary for aesthetic interpretation is
hard work. Few people can be expected to develop the required dis-
cipline. But the chances tor expanding the boundaries of the self that
art provides are too vaduable to Tet chem pass by, Phere is no question
that the lite of every member of society would be imposerished it the
skills for encoding human experience in works of beauty, and the
skills tor decoding it were Jost. We would then be sentenced to live
within the limits of our actual existences, blinded to the meanings
embodied in the work of those who have sanggled to find new swans
of construing our experiences. of those who have tried to create order
in the human condition.

From these interviews with expert practitioners of the aesthetic ex-
perience, we have learned to understand more clearly the vase poten-
tial for communication across sensory modalities, persons. and ways
of being that the work of art is capable of releasing when a prepared
conscionsness encounters it We have also tearned more about the in-
tensity of experience thus generated and about how ws dynamies

change with tme and  cxpericnce. And finalh, we wied o
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develop a svstematie beginning toward understanding how to make
this experience. and the conditions necessary to sustain it more gen-
erathy availabie.

Yet whatever contribution this study has made is only a first step in

a long process aimed at better understanding. Even the great varien

of interpretive skills represented by muscum professionals does not
exhaustall the potential approaches to works ot art. Artists, art teach-
ers, critics, and the public at large might bring to light different wavs
again of encountering works of art—and the claim that the aesthetic
experience enriches life, convincing as itis, will have to be more ac-
curately tested. While further evidence is desired, this study has
shown, through the words of men and women who have dedicated
their fives to caring for works of art, that the aesthetic experience is
one ot the most ingenious yehicles for making lite richer, more mean-

mgtul, and more enjovable.




APPENDIX A

Interview Questions for
Musceum Professionals

Version get (museum protessionals)
a. b, ctelindicate probes to be used if topic not covered i main
question

A. BACKGROUND AND CAREER INFORMATION

(v to ke N 0 and 2t 2a=25 minntes totali
Cnute. gettrng o CND ould e oxtremcdy hedptuly

1. We'd like to start out by getting an idea of how vou came to be in
vour present position. Perhaps you could give me a briet sketeh of the
course of vour carcer, mavbe beginning with vour education and lead-
ing up Lo vour present position. (probe to be sure to gets special train-
ing—i.c.. internships and prior positions)
ra. G necessary ) How was it that you Hrst became interested m
this profession?

th. Gf necessary) How did you come to be invobved with the par-

L]
teular (period. style, type—whatever) ot art that you deal with in

vour position here?

Could vou explain a littde about your position here?

a0 Dav-to-dan?

:b. What are the more long-range aspects? (from this question it
will be necessary to note some aspect o their job that could be
used as the topie for question vy c.ee. it they plan shows or deal

with acquisitions)

ERIC
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2. Whataspeets of vour work here do vou find most rewarding or most
satistying? Why? (probe for aspects of challenge. meaning)
s Gt response primarily: non-art) What aspect of working with
the art objects or works is most rewarding?
sho (ust resort) Does vour actual experience of an artwork enter
in?
3. Perhaps vou could tatk about something vou've done recently

to illustrate this.

4. One last question about vour present position: You said that [we-
quisitions] are part of your work here. Is there some picee that you are
particularly interested in acquiring for the collection?) Could vou tell me
why vou think it's important? (in general, we are after some kind ot
idea about goals and values: also. try to disentangle scholarly from

personaliaesthetic)
B GENERAL DEVELOPMENT OF INTEREST IN ART

1. Mavbe we can go back once again and vou can give me a brief re-

view of the course of vour interest in art in a more general sense. Per-

haps we can begin with an account of when itwas that you first became

mterested inare. Are there any particular experiences that realby stand
out tor vou?

C. EXPERIENTIAL ASPECTS

i. Perhaps now we can change our focus somewhat. I wonder it vou
could ratk a bit about an encounter with a work, or set of works. that

vou've had recently that was particularly significant for vou?

(it work is not from collection, trv: Mavbe before we start talking
about thns speciically. vou can deseribe when it was, what the work

was, and the context in which vou came into contact wich this work?)

[Noter it response is impersonal and‘or focused on the audicncee,

probe for the presumed natire of the andience experience. then re-
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focus on the personal—i.e.. “What about your own experience of this
work (show)?™]
1. Perhaps yvou could begin by deseribing vour initiat response to
the work.
ith. Did vour experience change inany way?
1. What do vou think it was about this expericnce that makes it
particularly memorable? (probe for carrvover. something taken

AWAY, CONNECHIoN to NON=Irt eXPerienees, ¢e,)

**[f work is not from the cotlection of the Art Institute of Chicago, ask
after above discussion: Is there perhaps a work in the museum's col-
leetion that has had a similar cecton vou? Fwonder if vou could show
it to me (either in the catalogue or in the installation) and we could go

through vour experience of it together? (repeat probes ta, b,c)

Do vou have this kind of experience often?
2. Across all of these experiences, what kinds of things seem <im-
ilar to vou? (probe for i, situation or types of work, and 2

eaperience)

3. Do vou have this Kind of experience in contexts other than art-

related ones? (probe: Is there aavthing else yvou do or are imvolved in

that gives vou a comparable kind of experience?)
3. What makes vour experience of art special relative to these

Kinds of experiences?

4. Hwe could focus just on art again, do you teel you have experi-
enced works in this wav throughout the entire course of your carecr.
or is this something that vou have had to develop. or that has changed
somchow through vour lifetime?
4. Do vou think that there have been particndar experiences that
helped vou develop cither some special skills or vour general sen-

SItiviey fo art?
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D. DISCUSSION OF AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE IN GENERAL

1. So far we've talked mostly about vour own interactions with are.
Given vour experiences, do vou have a sense that there is a general
way of experiencing art, or an “aesthetic experience’™?

ta. Do vou think that the experience varies depending upon the

person or the work, or some other factor?

2. Do vou think that there is an optimal wav of interacting with or ex-
periencing a work of art?

2a. Do vou think there are any essential conditions for such an op-

timal experience? (i.c., innate sensitivity, training, good art, cte.)
2b. If vou could have complete control of all the elements in-
volved, how do vou think vou would go about arranging the ideal

acsthetic experience?
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Aesthetic Experience
Questionnaire Form

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO ART & EXPERIENCE PROJECT

PART A.
Please return this page with the questrionnaire. (1f vou could attach a copy of your

C. V. it would be helpful)

.

LHGHLST DEGREE FARNED

INSTITU TTON D
AREA OF SPECIALIZATION

PRESENT POSETTON

YEARS IN THIS POSEHETON

PRENIOUS EMPLOYMENT (PLEASE INCTUDE DATES

SOk This page will be marked immediately with a personal identitication
number and detached from the rest of the questionnaire so that vouranswers
will remain anonvmous.

There are, of course. no “right™ or “wrong™ answers to the questions that
follow: they are designed to retlect vour subjective pereeptions and re-
sponses. The questionnaire should only take a few minuates to fill out. Please
return it in the stamped und addressed envelope we have attached. Your ime

and vour help are gratefully appreciated.

i3
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PART B.
The following items refer specitically to “aesthetic experiences”™ that came

about as a roesult of encounters with artworks —-hiawever braadly detined.

Please try to recreate in vour mind same of the most special and rewarding

acsthenie expertences sou have had, Which of the ttems below are true, and

which are not true of stich experienees:

Never
True

The preces that have somie
sortof 4 challenee are the ones

that sty 1 vonr nund

I trust iy own pesonal

apiwm

Sooncr on Liter 1 aet te know
enacthv what the st meant

taoconves mthe work,

My ko edee aned tnmimge
are hept ont of the sesthetn

L'\PL'( Ienog

At s the athimation of
cmcrete reahits and shonld
not he g at any Clagher”

order e\purniciee

Mter P have arcachion v
At ebiect, s impartnt e
be able to chedk m tinst

unpiession tuaongh futther

Trests

T approachime b werk of .
I never set same goal ot
ll|‘|l'\ e [ wish o achieve

thosich the expenone

\rer thirey seconds” waorth of
lookime, Thave absorhed wha

1t s wiven mie

Fochpeshne noplhcean i

coeounter wath e att abyect




14.

At gives 4 sort of trans-
cendent expenence that takes
vou out of the reatm of
crervdas life.

[ um often afraid of not

mahing the nght response.

The final word s never said.
\ good painting wall never be

used up.

The puieh visualabties of

anoait object are welatnvely
ot and have hetle impact

on the aesthienic expenenee.

In the conrse of the aesthene
evpenence. s difficult o

Ko whether one's thoughis
ar feelings are relevant o the

wark encountered.

[ have aracher dea e of
what to do when approaching
awork otoart.

QUESTTONNAERIE

TORM

198
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PART C.

Please indicate the extent of vour agreement or disagreement with the opin-

ions about art listed below.,

E. You can get so titled up with
knowledge that vou don't
nave time for .t genuine

response to the work.

The object must contain the
herent beanty created by
the artise.

I the best works of . vou
weta sense of order, of every -
thing coming togechey ina

new o different was,

[t s sutfiaent for me o re-
spond with emaotional fect-
mgs to . work of are to sansiy

my appetite for bean,

N great work of are represents
the terment and energy of

whole ave.

I'he more information vour
bring to a work of art. the
MOTC INLCrestng 1t's poing to

be.

Greatart can be appreciated
siply along a visual dimen-
ston: Knowledge and fechngs
sometimes getin the way of

the experience.
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8. \romust be made by peoy”

because the communication
of human expencenee is an es-
sental aspect of the aesthetie

cncouneer.

[ don't need to be contronted
with a new way of seeing or
of undenstanding the world in
order to have an aesthetic

expericnce.

ODbjects often seem to reach
out and grab me: the aes-
thetiv experienee some-
umes is hke bemg it m

the stomuach.

The quality of execution,
the Took and finish of the
materials, are extremels

important i determining

my response to the work.,

The works of art 1 like do
not necessartly stimulate an

cmotioml response thme.

Dealing with art s no
different than dealing with

any other commodies.
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Rank #3

APPENDIX B

Abso-
futely

Untrue

A gicat work ol it helps the

viewer share the sensibihines
of people trom aiher dges.

other places.

Formul quahitres. hke balanee
or hamony, are oftenanel-
cvant to the grahey of the
wark of art.

Rnowledee of the histoncal
and bingraphical hackgronnd
of an abject generallv enhances
the quality of the aesthetic

aapenenee.

Art warhs |'|L‘|p ONe Woean
nect difterent deas, ditfer-
ent technes, that hadn't been

brought tozether betoe,

TO.

Wk #

{\erees mast stiongly)

Wk #2

Very
Untrue

]

ltem #

Untrue

rettect vour opinian about the aesthetic experience.,

True

Very
True

Hbso-
Tutely
True

(]

Please rank the three items from the List af 1= 1tems above that mast closely
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